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Informed by feminist interpretations of birth and maternity, this thesis offers a re-reading and 
scholarly reappraisal of Anaϊs Nin’s recently published diaries, supplemented by other 
evidence from her fiction. Maternity offers a site of ambivalence that has always been 
problematic to feminists. It became particularly unfashionable during the second wave of 
feminism, due to the female biological potential being exploited as a reason to subjugate 
women and limit their participation in non-domestic spheres. However, as Luce Irigaray 
considers sexual difference “one of the major philosophical issues … in our time” maternity 
is an unavoidable example of sexual difference that requires exploration and re-consideration. 
The cultural coding of maternity is a live political issue and therefore worthy of close 
philosophical scrutiny. This issue is particularly relevant to a critical reappraisal of the work 
of Anaϊs Nin, who can offer interesting and provocative contributions to the discussion. 
Within a literary context, accounts of motherhood from the perspective of the mother 
are less than typical, yet this is the space within which a diverse maternal imaginary might be 
represented as fundamental, rather than marginal. In what Luce Irigaray refers to as the 
phallogocentric order, the Western literary, and in turn, philosophical, psychoanalytical, 
linguistic, and cultural tradition has only one history, built on the paradigmatic father-son 
relationship, or Oedipal drama, and necessitating symbolic and psychic matricide. As Alison 
Stone writes, “in the West, the self has often been understood in opposition to the maternal 
body.” This is a cultural model of production that would seek to eclipse the mother’s 
experience of reproduction. It is not a model that is born from the original relationship to the 
maternal, nor does it allow for the contribution of the mother’s or the daughter’s voice. Laura 
Green outlines the importance of Irigaray’s discussion of cultural matricide in order to argue 
“for the importance of constructing a non-matricidal account of female subjectivity.” If the 
father and son are dominant figures of a literary narrative under which we understand 
ourselves, what is lost, excluded, or silenced has implications for the way that things are now. 
What is required is a literary and philosophical tradition based on the mother’s continuation 
and a feminine genealogy. Who are the mothers of the literary canon, and who or what may 
be considered their offspring? 
This thesis finds that Anaϊs Nin is a problematic but significant literary mother who 




accomplishments but also through creating a space for identity formation and intersubjective 
relationships forged in relation to the feminine. This analysis uses three stages of pregnancy: 
the womb as conception, the umbilical in gestation, and birth to structure an analysis of Nin’s 
maternal discourse and embodiment that chronologically maps her development and 
articulation of a new kind of motherhood. Sadly, the contributions that mothers make to their 
daughters’ maternal memories, and in turn, their own experiences of motherhood, are not 
always positively acknowledged or acknowledged at all. Those who deem Nin’s work 
significant usually attribute her creative remaking of identity to a recovery from paternal 
trauma or to her intellectual and romantic relationships with psychoanalysts such as Otto 
Rank or artists such as Henry Miller. However, Nin’s model is based on her inherited 
understanding of maternity from her mother, Rosa Culmell, combined with experiments in 
cultural, maternal, bodily, and symbolic imaginary that allowed Nin to reconceptualise the 
maternal body in relationship to another. Nin’s innovative act of self-birth and 
reconceptualising of motherhood is heavily influenced by an ambivalent, yet creative 
relationship to her own maternal past. Nin asserted the need for women to transform 
themselves and society in order to achieve liberation, but she knew that “to become man or 
like man is no solution.” Nin believed that the power women could utilise in their relationship 
with others would also be made up of individual expressions of the personal rather than a 
single, collective voice or movement. Nin’s works, especially her diaries, have expressed this 
different maternal discourse as a model instigated from her own experience of maternity as a 
way of exploring self-birth, subjectivity, creativity, and encounters between two sexed 
subjects. This allowed Nin to express her own experience of maternity as it diverged from 
typical institutional or socio-historic representations. Her self-mythologising through the 
diaries was a significant feminist practice which, I will argue, has allowed her to establish her 






A Mother (A)Rosa: Anaϊs Nin and Reconceiving Subjective Birth utilises French feminist and 
feminist literary and psychoanalytic frameworks to examine the work of Anaϊs Nin through a 
sustained, close reading of her diaries. It specifically engages with the works of Luce Irigaray 
and Alison Stone to develop an argument for the significance of Nin’s (so-called) “liary,”
1
 
and its importance in creating a uniquely feminine, modernist renewal of maternal roles and 
discourses. In this thesis, maternity is reconsidered as a crucial site (and key concept) in the 
textual development of a cultural imaginary. In addition, it will be explored as a defining 
element of women’s identity and self-creation. Moving beyond just self-creation, the 
maternal is offered as a potential solution to discord in relationships between various genders, 
as well as between mothers and daughters. 
Nin’s work is characterised by a belief that she formed quite early in her life, that she 
could not be both an artist and a mother, at least not in the biological sense. Her division of 
these roles as mutually exclusive was mostly due to witnessing the struggles of her own 
mother, Rosa Culmell, who had sacrificed her own musical career for her marriage and her 
family. As a result, and at times rather subconsciously, Nin set about to find a way that she 
could still experience motherhood whilst maintaining her subjective autonomy. This involved 
developing a re-conceptualisation of maternity based on inscriptions of an alternative, 
embodied, maternal metaphor and ultimately giving birth to herself whilst fecundating others 
and leaving her literary births to fecundate a feminine, matrilineal genealogy. However, Nin 
first had to make her way through the many stages of self-birth, beginning with her 
understanding of motherhood as a daughter to Rosa, then challenging familial roles and 
idealised views of the mother, finally finding a way to integrate her positive experiences of 
motherhood with what she wanted to establish for herself. She was only then able to birth her 
own identity, and become a literary mother. To explore Nin’s embodied project as expressed 
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in her diaries and supplemented by her biography and (auto)fiction, the thesis follows Nin’s 
maternal discourse through three metaphors: the womb as conception, the umbilical in 
gestation, and birth of the self into an alternative narrative of motherhood. This approach of 
using a combination of Nin’s biography and transformative writing builds a more complete 
picture of Nin’s efforts to innovate literary genres and the expression of subjective identity. 
Primarily, this research will seek to answer how new scholarship on maternal 
subjectivity and Luce Irigaray’s theories inform and shadow a reading of Nin’s work (in 
particular, her diaries) and her exploration of the maternal subject. The thesis will also 
illustrate the value of Nin’s work in exploring prescribed feminine roles (specifically the 
archetypal mother) and how women might come to understand and re-conceive of these roles 
for themselves.  
I aim to demonstrate the significance of Nin’s work to women of Western culture, 
both within the nineteen-thirties and in regard to contemporary times. It is clear that Nin 
formed her own identity through reworking her relationships with others, by mirroring, 
revising, and transforming assigned feminine and familial roles. The central focus is 
specifically on the maternal metaphor, in considering how she recreated the role and how 
significant her “lies” (which were really subjective transformations) were in harbouring her 
relationships and creating her own language and body of work, which in turn contributed to 
the greater birth both of herself and an idea of the feminine. Nin’s reappropriation of the 
maternal feminine role is of significance to her work and life as well as contemporary 
feminine identity, as it involves a means to give birth to the subjective self through 
reconceptualising roles, language and relationships. 
Where Nin sits currently 
In a review of Deidre Bair’s 1995 biography of Anaϊs Nin, Bruce Bawyer, a critic for the 
New York Times writes: 
Anaϊs Nin, pioneer of social concepts? On the contrary, few people have been more 
impervious to the conceptual or less interested in society (except as an 
audience). If Nin is remembered at all, it will not be as a pioneer but as a colorful 




distinguishing characteristics of our age: an obsession with fame; a zeal for self-
advertisement; a tendency to confuse art and self-expression; a rejection of intellect in 
favor of feeling; a romantic glorification of neurosis, selfishness and irresponsibility. 
This book’s ultimate irony may be that Ms. Bair has captured Anaϊs Nin with a 
psychological insight and a critical intelligence that Nin herself never possessed.
2
 
Sadly, the pessimistic and scathing prediction of Nin’s legacy remains more accurate as a 
reflection of the intellectual degradations suffered by Nin, than in the legitimacy of its 
criticisms of her work. Currently portrayed as a kind of embarrassing mother of feminist 
psychoanalysis and writing, Nin receives little recognition or interest, and is still perceived as 
obscure and enigmatic at best.  This embarrassment is a point recently addressed by Ruth 
Charnock, who explained that “critical responses speak to a feeling that Nin is an 
embarrassment, a point picked up on by Violet R. Lang who writes in her 1948 review of 
Under a Glass Bell that Nin’s subjective style of writing is embarrassing for readers 
accustomed to an objective style.”
3
 Nin is often remembered only as lascivious 
megalomaniac and a narcissist who was a kind of lesser-known literary groupie to the writers, 
artists, and actors of expatriate Paris in the 1930s. 
Most of the later resistance to Nin’s work was established in the nineteen-nineties and 
was led by The New York Times in a gendered, ideological attack on Nin’s life. This was the 
time when the Unexpurgated Diary: Incest and Deidre Bair’s Anaϊs Nin: A Biography were 
both published, revealing explicit details of Nin’s incestuous encounters with her father, 
along with other extra-marital love affairs, and her late-term abortion.  In 1993, a writer for 
the New York Times Book Review went so far as to judge Nin’s as a “feverish and, to modern 
eyes, somewhat pointless life.”
4
 Some critics of Nin are not only incorrect in their facts, but 
they also take liberty in charging her with all kinds of self-involvement, intentional 
callousness, and salacious behaviour, in order to undermine her work. Though her behaviour 
was indeed, at times, problematic and troubling, it seems beside the point to revel in the 
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 Charnock, Touching Stories: performances of Intimacy in the diaries of Anaϊs Nin, 183. 
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scandal of her life instead of investigating the value of her practice or even representing her 
work with the same kind of respect afforded to male writers. For example, in the New York 
Times, Bruce Bawer writes that “Nin was … even more self-absorbed than the Diary might 
suggest — a trait encouraged … by the uncritical devotion of Nin's mother and of Hugh 
(Hugo) Guiler.”
5
 Not only does this contradict all of the evidence that Nin’s mother was 
extremely concerned with and indignant about Nin’s choices and certainly did not promote 
them,
6
 but it also emphasises Nin’s apparent egotism quite unnecessarily, as if her 
explorations of self were surprising and disagreeable for a writer. Exploring the self through 
writing is certainly not a new enterprise, as far back as the mid-sixteenth century Montaigne 
extolled that the self was the best subject for exploration,
7
 but when women do it there stills 
seems to be a tendency to judge the author for “garrulous self-absorption and florid self-
dramatization”
8
 as another Times critic, Michiko Kakutani, wrote of Nin. Surely Henry 
Miller, Nin’s lover and contemporary, should suffer the same critique, but he rarely, if ever, 
does. In more of the same double-standards, Bawer also refers to Nin’s sexual encounters as 
“derelictions.”
9
 The choice of this particular noun to describe Nin’s behaviour denotes a 
perceived lack of care or abandonment of duty or responsibility. Bawer’s prurient interest in 
Nin’s sex life as opposed to her work, and his apparent distaste and disapproval of Nin’s 
sexual promiscuity is overtly judgemental and patronising. Indeed, Bawer considers that it is 
impossible to be “too hard”
10
 on the “silly … aging flirt”
11
 that she was. Devaluing Nin based 
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 Bawer, B, “I Gave So Much to Others?” The New York Times, March 5 1995, 
http://www.nytimes.com/1995/03/05/books/i-gave-so-much-to-others.html 
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 For example, Rosa moved out of Nin’s house in France because she couldn’t bear to live with someone who 
wrote in praise of D.H. Lawrence, whom she felt to be outrageously obscene. See Stuhlmann, A Literate 
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7
 For example, see Montaigne, Michel de, “Of  Repentance,” 610. 
8
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December 4, 1992, http://www.nytimes.com/1992/12/04/books/books-of-the-times-the-diary-as-an-end-rather-
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on her sexuality and her age/status as a woman was, and still is, all too common. Bawer, of 
course, sees the “two remarkable men” who loved Nin as the only remarkable things about 
her. On her writing, he scathingly reports that: 
Anaϊs Nin has little claim to literary immortality. Her Diary, by far her best work, is 
most impressive when she is describing places or relating encounters with ordinary 
people like launderers and cabbies. Yet its intellectual vacuity eventually makes 
the Diary feel arid; she rarely seems capable, moreover, of imagining other people’s 
feelings, comprehending what makes them tick or (for that matter) seeing very far 
beyond how they feel about her. The self-absorption that made the Diary possible 
ultimately crippled her as an artist.
12
 
Surely what is expected of Nin by critics such as Bawer is not only a gendered literary double 
standard, but is also factually inaccurate when Nin’s insightful portraits of others, impressive 
and mostly autodidactic intellectual calibre, and compassionate acts that would liberate others 
as well as herself (at least, by her own standards) are all taken into consideration.
13
 Earlier, 
New York Times critics such as Herbert Lyons, who reviewed Nin’s work in 1946 in an 
article titled entitled “Surrealistic Soap Opera,”
14
 exemplify the ridiculous attacks on Nin’s 
writing that The New York Times have continued to published over the years. Lyons found 
Nin to be “[m]ore enterprise than talent”
15
 and her work to be unoriginal and “second-rate”
16
 
in “this same theme of woman’s struggle to understand her own nature.”
17
 More recently, in 
1992, another writer for The New York Times, Katha Pollitt, writes that her “idea of hell is to 
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Review,” 380. 
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be stranded on a desert island with nothing to read but Anaϊs Nin's diaries.”
18
 She goes on to 
dwell on Nin’s sexual exploits, and again, offer her personal judgements on Nin’s choice to 
abort her pregnancy and her honesty: 
I was less impressed by the other revelation uncovered in “Incest”: the gruesome 
stillbirth described in the earlier published version of this diary was actually a late-
term abortion (Miller was the father). That Nin would have disguised this fact when 
she published the passage in 1966 is, I think, significant: it shows that she was hardly 
the bold truth-teller of women’s secret experiences that she claimed to be. She knew 
just how far she could go without risking real controversy and calling into question 
her image of ethereal femininity and selfless nurturance. In the 1960’s, when abortion 
was illegal, it would have done some good for a well-known older woman to have 
gone public about her abortion. Now, no thanks to Nin, it’s old news. 
Pollitt is not only taking issue with Nin’s personal life, but claiming that she did not defend 
the reproductive rights of other women. Not only did Nin defend these rights as important in 
her diaries, for later generations to read,
19
  but in 1972 she also “added her name to Ms. 
Magazine’s “American Women’s Petition” that stated she had an abortion and demanded a 
repeal of all laws that restrict [women’s] reproductive freedom” at “a time when admitting 
you had an abortion was in fact admitting to a crime.”
20
 Politt goes still further in her harsh 
and erroneous criticism, however, in judging Nin’s veracity and actions: 
The history of the abortion passage does, however, raise the question of reliability: 
how far should we trust the “unexpurgated” diary? After all, we were led to believe 
that the first series of diaries constituted an amazingly veracious document, in which a 
woman laid bare her inner life and the mysteries of womanhood. Now we are asked to 
accept “Henry and June” and “Incest” on the same grounds, although in important 
respects they falsify the earlier volumes. Like its predecessor, however, the new series 
consists merely of extracts of the voluminous original manuscript, so how do we 
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 See “Chapter Three, Abortion.” 
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know that it, too, is not a carefully crafted cut-and-paste job that omits whatever 
material undermines the image of Nin that her executors wish the world to see? The 
answer is that we do not know. “Incest” should probably be read as middling 
autobiographical fiction that sometimes rises to the level of first-rate pornography.
21
  
The most recent New York Times review on any of Nin’s work was published in 1995, 
offering barely one hundred words dedicated to scorning the unexpurgated edition of Nin’s 
diaries, entitled Fire. In it, author Bruno Maddox sneers at “the world’s most irritating 
pornographer” and “the hysterical tendency of women’s prose.”
22
 Reviews such as these fail 
to even attempt disguising their gendered insults and disregard for female writers. The New 
York Times has now fallen silent on Nin, refusing to report on or review her newest diary 
releases at all.
23
 It would seem that the mere act of writing about herself, and finding ways in 
which to act as she desired despite the limitations on women of her time, made Nin a target 
for judgement as a self-interested woman, not worthy of literary merit. This is mostly due to 
the double-standard where women, and especially mothers, are expected to be selfless, if not 
self-negating and certainly not talented.  
Because of their best-selling status, Nin’s erotic collections: Delta of Venus and Little 
Birds are arguably her most well-known work, and little emphasis is placed on her diaries, 
despite their monumental scope and the legacy they leave. Despite the relatively new 
popularity of erotic writing for women such as 50 Shades of Grey, Nin’s work is still rarely 
even discussed as an earlier, psychologically and literarily richer example of this genre.
24
 
However, there has been a recent resurgence of interest in Anaϊs Nin’s work in popular 
culture. In July 2015, The Times made a connection between 50 Shades author EL James and 
Nin, acknowledging Nin’s importance in order to advertise a UK television screening of a 
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documentary on Nin titled The Erotic Adventures of Anaïs Nin.
25
 This sits quite 
uncomfortably when compared to their 1977 article on Nin. In that article, they described her 
as woman with “pretty legs, slackening cheeks … once a beauty … whose excessive good 
looks, self-abnegation, real willingness to put her hand in her pocket for almost anybody … 
and a certain lack of levity seem to have elevated her to the status of a Muse.”
26
 They 
reluctantly conceded that “this pleasant lady’s greatest talent in art … is for dabbing a spot of 
mystery behind the ears and going on to blur the edges.”
27
 Again, Nin’s body is described in 
terms of its appeal (or loss of) rather than how it played a part in her understanding of 
writing. It is also important to note that Nin’s mystery is emphasised – which is a 
characteristic historically associated with women, and theorists such as Jessica Benjamin 
have traced this back to a fear and dread of the powerful, maternal origin, from which the 
infant is encouraged to escape.
28
   
Despite these poor reviews, the recent documentary on Nin that aired on Sky TV
29
 in 
the UK represents a recently renewed, popular interest in Nin. Additionally, an April 2015 
article comparing Nin to Lena Dunham, the popular and controversial author behind the HBO 
television series Girls, has also given Nin laudable mention,
30
 recognising her as a woman 
who “wrote for a world that did not yet exist, and so helped to bring it into being.”
31
 The 
article also notes Nin’s resurgence in social media as her quotes proliferate over the internet 
and are popular with a new generation who might not yet have had the opportunity to read 
her work. This internet popularity is telling: Nin is relevant, even if her books aren’t widely 
known or easily accessible. Nin is still usually described in relation to her famous musician 
father, Joaquin Nin, author and lover Henry Miller, psychoanalyst Otto Rank, or author and 
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friend turned enemy, Gore Vidal.
32
 On receiving numerous rejections on the publication of 
her diaries in America, and looking for reviews of her work, Nin bemoaned “No reviews in 
Los Angeles Times. No review of Miller Letters in Time magazine, which makes it a practise 
to assassinate Henry and to ignore me.”
33
 Nin struggled with numerous rejections when 
attempting to find a publisher for her edited diaries, beginning with the first edition. She was 
initially rejected by Random House, Putnam, and Morrow, before Harcourt Brace accepted 
the first volume for printing.
34
  
The scholarship around Nin is comprised of a small, dedicated group, who mostly 
contribute to the annual journal published by Sky Blue Press and the Anaϊs Nin trust, titled A 
Café in Space: The Anaϊs Nin Literary Journal.
35
 Despite the group being small, scholarship 
on Nin has gained some momentum after many years of being slow-paced, mostly due to the 
passion, work, and regular contributions of the editor, Paul Herron. On November 1, 
2013 Mirages: The Unexpurgated Diary of Anaϊs Nin, 1939-1947 was released. This was the 
first publication of Nin’s diary in nearly 20 years. New editions of her works are being 
released on Kindle, and the seventh volume of her ‘edited’ diaries is due to be released later 
in 2015. Furthermore, Paul Herron, editor of Sky Blue Press, has been releasing regular 
podcasts on Anaϊs Nin with excerpts of her unpublished diaries and speculations about her 
perspectives on life. He also plans to release the sixth edition of the Unexpurgated Diaries: 
Trapeze in 2016. 
Nin’s work, particularly her diaries, is often discounted due to unreliability. Nin is 
certainly not accepted as part of the Western canon, and her works are rarely taught in 
universities or high schools. As the biographer Deirdre Bair has noted: “Some of Nin’s 
novels appear in various Women’s Studies courses, but professors tend to shun the diaries as 
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 In her publication titled Anaϊs Nin, Nancy Scholar discredited 
Nin’s diaries as inauthentic, evasive and egotistical, only representing what Nin wished to tell 
about herself.
37
 Furthermore, the same uneasiness has been echoed by critics and scholars of 
Nin alike, attempting to pinpoint or discover the elusive truth, rather than reading the diary as 
representative of self-mythologising and capturing a more important truth, rooted not just in 
experience, but memory, feeling, and psychological (rather than necessarily factual) 
narrative. This thesis agrees with Franklin and Schneider, who assert that “to ask whether the 
Diary is fact or fiction is to miss the point.”
38
 Literary scholarship, even of published diaries, 
should be less concerned with the author’s veracity in reproducing historical facts and more 
concerned with stressing the author’s literary faithfulness to their subjective experience of 
important themes, narrative constructions, and meanings of the work.  
The most comprehensive and well-formed published work on Nin is Diane Richard-
Allerdyce’s Anaϊs Nin and the Remaking of Self: Gender, Modernism, and Narrative Identity. 
This work explores Nin’s life and writing in great detail, but with much emphasis on 
Lacanian psychoanalysis. Whilst Lacanian psychoanalysis is successfully applied to a reading 
of Nin, especially as Richard-Allerdyce notes, with a “reading of paternal influence on 
identity and psychological structure,”
39
 it appears that Nin’s (and most of her analysts’) 
fixation on her father might have functioned as a method of avoidance in recognising her fear 
of her own mother. What is not extensively explored is Nin’s ambivalent feelings towards 
Rosa, of not wanting to become her, whilst wanting to embrace the maternal as a new model 
for writing and interacting. It is important to note that Nin herself felt psychoanalysis to be 
insufficient in describing her unique experience as a female artist, and she sought to use her 
experiences and unique vision to ultimately reject the male-dominated knowledge that she 
was exposed to (often by her lovers). Instead, Nin wished to establish a new form of sexual 
and intellectual relations, appropriate to artists, and to women more generally. Nin also felt 
that at least some of her suffering was productive, and she found the engendering of others to 
be equally as important and crucial to her own self-reflection and journey. For these reasons, 
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it is important to look at Luce Irigaray’s theories of psychoanalysis and note the striking 
parallels between Nin’s intuitions and Irigaray’s later arguments. A scholarly reappraisal of 
Nin and particularly one that recognises the depth of her work and the importance of her 
relationship with her rarely-mentioned mother, Rosa Nin-Culmell, is much needed. 
Where she should sit 
Though Nin isn’t known for a coherent feminist philosophy, this thesis finds that she offered 
a consistent and coherent view on the importance of agency in choosing maternity, and Nin 
developed an alternative vision of what motherhood might look like. Nin should be 
recognised not only as the mother to a new kind of literary genre in the form of the public 
diary, but also an innovative feminist, an advocate for women’s reproductive rights, and a 
precursor to French feminist theories. Indeed, Nin should be noted for her contribution to 
establishing a writing technique rooted in women’s difference and her call for the avoidance 
of ‘enslavement’ to gendered roles. Nin was confused about her role within the feminist 
struggle, as she did not always agree with the way in which feminist pursuits were often 
posed as aiming to be equal to men, rather than women claiming a new framework for 
themselves. Though Nin did not always conform to the standards of feminism in her times, 
she offered a subtly nuanced view on female emancipation that involved embodiment and 
subjective authority, which was extremely powerful in a time where the state was all-
powerful in controlling women’s bodies.
40
 
Nin was one of the pioneers of establishing the diary as a feminist practice that could 
achieve a matrilineal tradition through self-mythologising. Feminist theorists such as Cynthia 
Huff have explored why women’s diaries were often excluded from the traditional literary 
canon, and have recognised that works such as Nin’s can establish important social 
communities and articulate experiences that are important and yet too often unrecognised.
41
 
In light of the idea of self birth, there is much more social and psychological utility to be 
found in the connections between diary writing and the process of self-conception. Though it 
too often is, feminine self-definition should not be confused with self-absorption. To 
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disregard Nin as a narcissist because of her inner journeys would ignore the fact that her 
writing has been so potent as to reach out to people not only in her lifetime, but far beyond it. 
Not only this, but Nin’s writing explored the psyches of others, observing those she was close 
to with loving and often insightful (if sometimes necessarily self-serving) care.  
 
Significant research 
On Nin and Feminine Identity/Maternity/French Feminism: 
Nin is often ignored or denied mention within the canon of female writers and may not fit 
comfortably within contemporary feminist theory because she placed emphasis on her 
relationships and in particular was a fervent facilitator and supporter of her male associates’ 
vocations. She was, nonetheless, a pioneer; creating and experimenting with innovative 
techniques in both writing and psychoanalytic thought which had important implications for 
women in her time. As her unexpurgated diaries emerged, her work came to be more highly 
valued, and recognised by small groups as an important topic for scholarly research.
42
 
Although relevant scholarship exists in the area of Nin and feminine identity, extant 
criticism has not considered Nin’s work as re-conceptualising the maternal and establishing a 
distinctly maternal discourse for the purpose of self-birth and relationship to others 
influenced by her relationship with her mother. There is almost no attention given to Nin’s 
relationship to Rosa, despite the importance of understanding Nin’s movement from the 
position of daughter to mother, and despite her many references to their troublesome 
relationship throughout her edited diaries. As a young daughter, Nin was at first very close to 
her mother, Rosa, and attempted to please her by imitation and obedience.
43
 As she grew and 
developed a sense of her own desires and creative goals, however, she vehemently dis-
identified with Rosa, who seemed to pose as an impediment to her individuation.
44
 Finally, 
during the time of loss, Nin found a way back to her mother and was able to reclaim her 
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through acceptance of the elements of character that are shared between them in a matrilineal 
bond.
45
 This was the time where Nin was truly able to depart from her rebellion against her 
mother, restoring their primary relationship and working to then inhabit the space of the 
maternal subject herself.   
The work of Dawn Kaczmar in “Irigaray and Nin Through the Looking Glass—
Mimetic re-appropriation of the masculine discourse”, acknowledges the importance of using 
frameworks such as Irigaray’s to understand Nin’s writing. This thesis agrees with Kaczmar 
that Nin and Irigaray can be compared in “making similar movements” by “tak[ing] what is 
already given … and turn[ing] it inside out by showing its reflection.”
46
 Both Nin and 
Irigaray use mimesis and re-writing in order to expose how masculine discourse has excluded 
feminine voices, and that in doing so they also offered new feminine perspectives. This thesis 
takes this idea further, noticing that Nin not only exposes the unsatisfactory nature of 
phallocentricism by mimicking it, but by inhabiting these myths, bodily, in order to expose 
them. The importance of embodiment in Nin’s work has been previously noted. For example, 
in “Anaïs Nin’s Delta of Venus—Feminine identity through pleasure: a mini analysis”, 
Angela Meyer makes valid points about the embodied acts of sexuality that Nin used to re-
inscribe a feminine language to contribute to the masculine erotic/pornographic writing 
tradition. Meyer’s article is brief, and due to the brevity it does not explore more works than 
Nin’s collection of erotic stories titled Delta of Venus, nor does it discuss the maternal 
metaphors that contribute to a bodily imaginary in her work. Whilst critics such as Meyer and 
Kaczmar focus on Nin’s fictionalisation of her experiences in publications such as Delta of 
Venus and House of Incest as illustrative of her feminine voice, this thesis prioritises the 
diaries as the most important example of Nin’s efforts to contribute not only a feminine, but a 
matrifocal voice.
47
 Drawing from instances in her life of subjective agency, Nin then engages 
in a practice of self-mythologising in order to further control the representation of her 
experiences, and finally reimagines the world and herself in a process of self-birth, 
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establishing a maternal discourse that runs parallel to the masculine tradition in a uniquely 
feminine tradition. The matrifocal voice in Nin’s work has barely been noticed. There has 
been even less attention to how this was influenced by her own maternal past with Rosa.  
In her extensive and rigorous Lacanian study, Anaϊs Nin and the Remaking of Self, 
Diane Richard-Allerdyce confronted the use of self-birth and maternal metaphor in Nin’s 
work in order to offer a psychoanalytic reading of Nin’s narrative recovery and self-
invention. This thesis agrees with much of Allerdyce’s argument, but it departs from her 
work by offering a philosophical and literary approach of textual analysis, preferring to re-
consider Nin’s overall exploration of motherhood, rather than using Lacanian psychoanalysis 
to read Nin’s work mostly in terms of her relationship to her father. This is mainly because 
Nin herself found psychoanalysis alone to be insufficient, and because Nin’s writing on birth 
is at times more suited to an Irigarayan reading, and a discussion in relation to the recent 
scholarship on maternal traditions and textual redefinitions of the maternal subject.   
Furthermore, in “Anaϊs Nin’s Mothering Metaphor: Toward a Lacanian Theory of Feminine 
Creativity,” Richard Allerdyce uses Lacan’s psychoanalytic perspective to recognise Nin’s 
maternal metaphor as a philosophy of creative practice. This research is certainly indebted to 
Richard-Allerdyce’s article, and agrees that Nin’s maternal metaphor worked to establish an 
innovative creative practice, and wasn’t only limited to creative production but also to the 
corporeal or embodied experience, however it also asserts that Nin’s mothering metaphor 
moves beyond a theory of embodied feminine creativity to one of maternal subjectivity and 
agency, self-mythologising, and establishing a matrilineal genealogy. Richard-Allerdyce 
agrees with most Nin scholars, (and, at times, Nin herself) in seeing Nin’s relationship with 
her father as the centre of her life-long struggle against her trauma, and suggests that Nin 
chose not to become a mother in the traditional sense in order to avoid acting out the Oedipal 
drama that she had suffered from, where she would be “recreating a pattern of slavery, to a 
father’s desire”, and instead “creat[ing] a self for herself through literature.”
48
 While this is 
well-argued, I will stress that the significance of Nin’s (at times strained) relationship to her 
mother has been substantially overlooked. This mother-daughter relationship influenced 
Nin’s understanding of motherhood and her choices more than has been acknowledged, to 
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date. Nin’s explorations in metaphorical mothering allowed her to move from the place of 
daughter to a mother, herself. This thesis does not merely look back at the trauma in Nin’s 
life and how she came to terms with this past, but instead looks forward to what Nin has 
creatively instigated in terms of a potential future.  
Chapter Summaries 
The chapters of this thesis are roughly chronological, tracing the development of Nin’s 
maternal metaphor and self-birth over the most productive periods of her life. The chapters 
also follow three symbolic and physical features of pregnancy: the womb, the umbilical cord, 
and the birth itself. Furthermore, they cover different phases of the mother-daughter 
relationship.  
Chapter One explores the “Wombs and Rooms” exchange from mother to daughter 
that contributed to Nin’s early perspectives on motherhood, including the influence of 
Catholicism. These ideas created a form for Nin to begin her textual exploration of the 
mother. Nin began this process by inhabiting the metaphorical womb. Because she was still a 
‘daughter’, she often faced the challenges of making space in relation to her own mother, and 
her ideals. Chapter One then describes and analyses some of the alternative space that Nin 
forged in order to begin to establish her own identity and embodied practice. Nin intuited the 
political potential in the space of the womb from early on, using the metaphors of womb 
imagery in her diaries and fiction to indicate transformative spaces. One of the ways that Nin 
explored the womb metaphor was through the decoration of physical spaces, often in spheres 
and rooms. The decoration of rooms symbolised a movement from the interior to the exterior. 
These became spaces where Nin could express her mood, dreams, and identity, and share 
them with others.  The problem with the womb was that it was often posed as a place where 
there could be some kind of fusion, which was not always attainable. 
Chapter Two, “Umbilical: From Form to Content: The Deceptive Method” discusses 
Nin’s re-mythologising. In order to trace back to the place where connectivity began, Nin 
employed a figurative umbilical cord that transmuted into a spider’s web (a seductive tool), 
as well as a mutable boundary to explore the multiple relational identities that are associated 
with cultural notions of the family structure and roles. As I explore in this chapter, Nin 




and the dominant theoretical ideas underpinning these relationships. She used this method of 
embodied mimesis to re-enact and test psychoanalytic theories and ultimately reject what the 
Western patriarchal tradition offered to her. 
Feminists have been rightly tentative about pursuing biography to learn more about an 
author’s work or their value, as personal details have often been used to trivialise their 
work.
49
 However, Anaϊs Nin is the central subject of her creative work, and she sought to 
transform her life into her major work. Chapter Three, “Spilling Blood and The Birth of Self: 
On being the Womb,” acknowledges that one of the most prevalent issues in Nin scholarship 
is the veracity of her diaries. Nin’s ‘lies’ are actually a vital component of her redefinition of 
the maternal role and subjectivity This thesis agrees with theorists such as Richard-Allerdyce 
who insist that the honesty of her work lies in her subjective autonomy, and her self-narration 
of the experiences she has, whether real or imagined. What is perhaps most important is what 
was imaginatively true for Nin, as this was what would have influenced her psychologically, 
whether this influence might be proved to be factually authentic or otherwise. Furthermore, 
by being able to narrate her own experiences, Nin was able to shape her own world and 
determine how it would be represented. 
Nin was only able to forge her identity after discarding roles that were unsatisfactory, 
and then integrating what she found useful. For Nin, this necessitated several losses, which 
ranged from her abortions to the death of her parents. Ironically, it was only after these losses 
that Nin was able to see the importance of motherhood as a continual relationship to, rather 
than a separation from. Nin was then able to work toward birth, of herself, her work, and 
others. She ultimately could leave her work open to others for their own subjective input, 
leaving a space between two.  
Most explorations in Nin’s formation of narrative identity through her diaries still 
focus on her father-trauma, and do little more than acknowledge the existence of her mother, 
Rosa.
50
 This thesis goes beyond the acknowledgement of Rosa and re-assesses her 
relationship to Nin, exploring how Rosa’s mothering might have influenced Nin’s 
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understanding of herself and her re-appropriation of motherhood. It also looks at how Nin 
found a way to reconceive the experiences of motherhood as a subject, even though this 
meant, for her, a rejection of biological motherhood. Finally, this project provides an 
interpretation of Nin’s maternal framework, offering examples of some of her explorations of 
the experience of mothering. Some of these were problematic tests that were ultimately 
unsuccessful but there were also some more useful findings that Nin had in regard to the 
conceptualisation of a kind of relationship that might be able to arise from an encounter with 
the mother. Though it appears problematic that Nin didn’t follow through with the lived 
experience of literal mothering, Nin ultimately rejected having a dependant and the risk of 
being, in turn, a body for the needs of others, by becoming a mother in a different sense. So, 
Nin in fact allowed for a rethinking of the mother figure by refusing the cultural colonisation 
that having a baby would have meant for her at that time. Gayatri Spivak describes the 
relationship between a mother and an infant as the product of two births: the birth of both the 
child and the mother.
51
 Nin has strategically re-focused on the birth of the mother by taking 
this approach. She was then able to focus entirely on the mother, whose voice has been 
systematically excluded from so many important conversations. This revision offered a 
promising future for the birth of both the mother and the child, as each experience might be 
unique, re-valued, and rethought. Most importantly, it would be returned to the hands of the 
mother, in order to give birth to herself. 
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1. The Womb 
There is a substantial amount of scholarship linking Nin’s writing to her difficult relations to 
her father, but to date, little work has explored Nin’s writing through the prism of her 
relations to her mother. Here I will draw on Stone’s and Irigaray’s important work on 
maternal subjectivity in relation to evidence from Nin’s diaries and biography to attempt such 
a reading. This chapter will then explore Nin’s early development, or conceptions of the 
womb. 
Anaϊs and her Mother  
In 1914, Rosa Culmell de Nin gave a diary to her eleven-year-old daughter, Anaϊs Nin. It was 
a time of great turmoil in Nin’s family life, as her father, renowned pianist Joaquín Nin, had 
deserted the family to continue an affair with one of his musical students. Rosa was aware of 
Nin’s talent for storytelling, and in giving the pre-adolescent Nin a blank diary she had 
effectively empowered and inspired her daughter. Rosa had provided a tool with which Nin 
could move from the position of child, to that of a self-aware, adult woman. Contrary to 
typical depictions of mothers as the “soil of her child’s creativity,”
52
 Rosa was acting as a 
creative agent to her daughter’s subjective becoming. She was encouraging Nin to create her 
own narrative instead of just writing Nin’s maternal “script”
53
 for her to reproduce. Nin’s 
diary would allow her to make sense of her experiences and fantasies, and to find her place in 
them. Through the mechanism of the diary, Nin could also transform these events, reshape 
and author her own life, and forge her own space in the world. Furthermore, in the form of a 
diary, Nin would eventually leave a literary legacy that would encourage others to author 
their own lives. This diary provided the potential for Nin’s movement from mother’s 
daughter, to myself. 
It is necessary to acknowledge and briefly explore Nin’s relationship to her mother, as when 
extended to its logical end, it culminated in her approach to the creation of a maternal 
metaphor. Nin’s lucidity in speaking of her struggles in relation to her parents is obvious, 
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however, she mostly focussed upon her difficult relationship with her father.
54
 Perhaps this is 
why she often chose not to model her relationships on the mother-child relationship, rather, 
on the potential of the pregnancy. What applies to a reading of Nin is perhaps an amended 
version of the words she once wrote about one of her main literary influences, D. H. 
Lawrence: “[s]he knows and [s]he doesn’t know. At least [s]he doesn’t know what to do with 
what [s]he knows.”
55
 This excerpt acknowledges the compelling influence of the sub-
conscious as a creative force in life. Nin’s experiments with the maternal express this tension 
between outwardly aiming to recreate motherhood whilst feeling uneasy about her own 
original maternal relationship.  
For most of her childhood and early adolescent life, Nin adored and worshipped her “best 
friend and companion in the world…Maman.”
56
According to Benjamin Watson, previously 
the rare books librarian of the University of San Francisco, “Nin’s early diaries are full of 
praise for “the woman nearest perfection in the whole world,” her mother.
57
 Nin explained:  
“Consciously I become what my mother wanted, hard-working, helpful, devoted, a 
housekeeper, a mother, practise bourgeois sobriety, purity, simplicity. Our life is altogether 
human, a struggle for existence, good-hearted friends, laboriousness. I become a devoted 
daughter. I mend, sew, embroider, knit.”
58
 The young Anaϊs Nin identified with her mother’s 
struggle, and she adopted the characteristics she saw Rosa display. In identifying with her 
mother, Nin went through the typical stages of both “imitating and incorporating”
59
 Rosa into 
her sense of identity. This allowed Nin to establish herself as bound to her mother and 
attempt a kind of identificatory fusion, but the later uncoupling would prove to be a much 
more difficult task.  
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It was also not the first time that Rosa had sacrificed her own needs and desires to offer 
familial support. Rosa’s own mother had abandoned her family to pursue amorous affairs and 
her own sense of freedom, and Rosa was left to care for eight of her siblings “as a surrogate 
mother.”
60
 It is for this reason that she did not marry until she met Joaquín Nin, when she was 
thirty-one. Rosa was once a daughter, but she was resituating herself to claim the identity of 
mother. According to Stone, a daughter recreates her own past relationship with her mother 
when she, herself, becomes a parent.
61
 This means actively participating in her present 
relations with her children by re-enacting her memories and fantasies of being a child to her 
own mother, and transposing this narrative onto herself.
62
 This is particularly pertinent when 
mothering a daughter, as she is teaching a daughter, like herself, to potentially become a 
mother too. If Rosa’s relationship with her mother was difficult, she might have sought to 
remedy the painful memories by acting as she would imagine an ideal mother to behave. She 
then would have also enforced these expectations on her daughter, Anaϊs. Nin later wondered 
“if she felt the humiliation, the enslavement, the submissive role of woman and expressed the 
anger not directly at her mother role, but displaced onto other causes.”
63
 Nin observed that 
“[t]he role was thrust onto [Rosa]” both as a child when her mother abandoned the family, 
and again as an adult with her husband’s “flightiness” and with her own children.
64
 
According to Nin, her mother wasn’t suited to these roles because she had “qualities of 
leadership and power,” but Nin could see that her father had needed Rosa’s “courage” and 
perhaps took it for granted.
65
 In this way, Nin recognised her father’s exploitation of her 
mother’s strength for his own requirements, and saw her mother’s strength and autonomy 
compromised by her role. This was primarily because of the role she was given as an 
exclusive care-giver. If Nin’s father had more actively participated in the childrearing, 
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At the age of thirteen, Nin was already considering birth and the symbolic meaning of it. 
She authored her own monthly magazine for her extended family and friends to read and 
enjoy. In the October 1916 edition, Nin wrote a prescient poem entitled “Birth.” In it, she 
wrote of the impending arrival of a child. The poem begins cheerfully, describing family 
members who are all hopeful and awaiting adoring a baby. However, the teenaged Nin ended 
her poem abruptly, with a bleak twist: 
Grandfather, Grandmother, Mother, and Father 
Contemplate the delicate baby 
Who wiggles her pink feet and hands 
And her small mouth, so pretty, drawn up in a smile 
In the light of a day that does not want to die 
On her fawn-colored face an angel wrote “Hope”  
Hope, repeats the Mother with love 
Hope, repeats the Father with joy 
Hope, murmurs the old Grandfather, Hope 
And the old Grandmother exclaims, There is nothing but darkness! 
Life is waiting for someone!
67
 
Nin’s experimentation with and insights into the symbolism of birth and all the fantasies of 
hope and potential that it can stand for are represented in the allegorical poem. As all of the 
members of the family project their fantasies onto the child, the old Grandmother reveals that 
these hopes are distortions of reality. Nin’s cynicism was already fully fledged, as she 
concluded that there might be more value in the imaginary potential than the material reality 
of motherhood. 
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Comparing herself to Rosa, Nin privately rejected the idea motherhood as early as the age 
of twelve, explaining in her diary that she would “prefer not to be one” and would rather be 
“free.”
68
 Nin then began to seriously rebel against the possibility of becoming like her mother 
when she reached her mid-teens. For Nin, this meant resisting the dreary future that seemed 
inevitable for women around her in their new New York home, all of whom seemed to share 
the common fate of the domestic life, occupied by menial chores like washing, cooking and 
sewing. Nin came to know that Rosa sacrificed her singing career to be a wife and mother. As 
an adult and shortly after Rosa’s death, Nin wondered, “What would her life have been 
without children, concertizing, traveling, as pampered by the public as my father was?”
69
 
Rosa was a strong, capable woman who sacrificed her own passionate career in singing to 
establish a business where she could work to support the family that her husband had 
abandoned and refused to support financially. Remembering the difficult move that Nin and 
her siblings made to America with their mother shortly after their father’s abandonment, Nin 
wrote: 
In New York my mother’s struggles became heroic. She was not trained in any 
profession but singing classical music. Soon she abandoned the idea of becoming a 
concert singer. Poverty, and all the drabness of it. Much work. Housework. Care of 
my brothers while my mother worked. Meals in the kitchen. Every day, plainer and 
homelier friends. My mother’s friends were less interesting than my father’s. But I am 
making another world, out of reading, out of the diary.
70
  
As Stone stresses, a daughter’s process of differentiation from her mother does not 
necessarily need to involve a separation, but nonetheless, a separation is typically culturally 
encouraged. This excerpt already shows signs of Nin’s use of the diary as a means of 
identifying less with her mother and creating a different future for herself. The bodily 
closeness, the literal womb, and the life that Nin’s mother provided, that she could potentially 
live herself, was a kind of “first home”
71
 for Nin, but the diary provided her with a means to 
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both emerge from what her mother had given her, and also reshape it. It was Nin who then 
saw the possibility of transforming her inheritance. According to Alison Stone: 
Girls can adapt to the requirement to ‘separate’ from their mothers … because girls 
are also coming to recognise that they are female and so are potential mothers. Girls 
can anticipate one day being capable, not of literally returning to their early bodily 
bond with their mothers, but of re-living that bond in fantasy and affect by having a 
child with whom they will remember and recreate their maternal past. So the girl will 
feel that she is not parting from her mother absolutely.
72
  
Yet, for Nin, it wasn’t the possibility of recreating her maternal past by re-living the bond 
through biological mothering that interested her. She wanted to create something that would 
help her to avoid the martyrdom that her mother represented. In the words of the twelve-year-
old Nin, “because she is modest, [Rosa] remained too long in the shadow of her famous 
husband.”
73
 Nin saw it as a challenge to avoid this kind of fate, but not one that she would 
easily achieve. At the age of sixteen, Nin left formal schooling, and turned to auto-
didacticism instead. Though it is often read as a form of self-therapy to deal with her 
separation from her father,
74
 it is also evident that Nin used this time to seize upon her diary 
writing as an approach to creating a kind of new womb-space for herself during the process 
of differentiation from her mother. Nin decidedly moved away from repeating her own 
mother’s self-sacrifice, and instead incorporated her ideas of motherhood into a sort of self-
creation. Much of this process was intuitive because she, at this time, had no intellectual 
models for such a feat, other than the few women she read about, and she had to create and 
fumble through it in order to make her own way. As a result, the early explorations of a new 
kind of maternity often took place in this explorative womb of the diary as a transitional 
realm. 
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At times, Nin and Rosa’s relationship was strained, as Rosa took the position of an idealised 
mother and Nin was her “daughter-in-training.”
75
 As Cari Lynn Vaughn explains, Rosa’s 
strict Catholicism affected Nin greatly.
76
 Vaughn also claims that she “brought Nin up to 
repress her desires and strength,”
77
 which is only partially accurate, as Rosa’s strength was a 
characteristic Nin admired and later sought to cultivate it in herself.
78
 Later, in a story 
published in the collection of erotic vignettes titled Little Birds, Nin depicted a scene where a 
runaway character lamented that she escaped because she felt her mother would continue to 
hide her: “Meanwhile, she was receiving men all the time. I heard them. My mother is quite 
beautiful, and men often came and locked themselves in with her. But she would never let me 
see them, or even let me go out alone.”
79
 The stifling of the daughter’s individuation because 
of the mother’s cloying attachment is a common literary trope, not only in Nin’s work. This 
trope represents the pattern of maternal ambivalence in raising a daughter. Karen Horney 
explains that “[t]he relation of the mother to her own parents is reflected in her attitude 
towards her own children.”
80
 Stone elaborates that if a mother’s feelings towards her children 
are shaped by her own past, she will typically have very different maternal relations to her 
daughter than to her son, as she will generally be responding to her memories of maternal 
figures with her daughter, and paternal figures with her son.
81
 If Rosa’s experiences of her 
own mother’s absence were unconsciously evoked in her relationship with Nin, her behaviour 
would be structured around attempts to make sure that Nin did not repeat the kind of 
neglectful mothering of which she felt her own mother was guilty. This is because “daughters 
reconnect their mothers more firmly with their maternal pasts.”
82
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This difference in a mother’s parenting towards daughters and sons would also explain 
why there are various discrepancies between Nin’s accounts of family life and those of her 
siblings and other family members. Nin was the only daughter of Rose and Joaquin. What is 
also more important than the veracity of Nin’s account is the autobiographical narrative that 
she both lived and created. Just as lies were important “mensonges vitals”
83
 to Nin, (lies to 
give life or protect someone’s feelings), evasions were also important to her own mother. 
When Nin’s father abandoned the family, her mother initially kept the reality of Joaquin’s 
absence from Nin and her siblings. In her first early diary, Linotte, Nin wrote that she forgave 
her mother “for having led us along so as not to spoil our childhood.”
84
 Nin inherited her 
mother’s belief that there were necessary lies, those that perhaps would both soften blows, 
and would allow each individual to work through their issues or come to realisations in their 
own time. This itself was a kind of lesson in maternal transformation, an encouragement that 
both respected the mother’s autonomy in dealing with the situation she found confronting, as 
well as allowing the child time to come to understand difficult emotional issues in their own 
way and at their own pace. Much later in Nin’s life, when her extremely jealous lover, 
Gonzalo, confronted Nin and told her that she was deceptive, trying to coax her into 
confessing her sexual exploits to him by crudely declaring his, she was hurt and offended 
because although she was protecting herself by evading the confession, she was also 
preserving his feelings. Though she wished to be liberated from the constraints of 
monogamy, it was for her own freedom, and she did not wish to use these details to be 
cruel.
85
 This scenario, although experienced within a sexual relationship, can underline the 
struggle of the mother with her child, where she must work to establish her own subjective 
autonomy and individual life separate from the role of mother, but she is also expected to 
take care of her child and prioritise their well-being by presenting herself as consistent and 
loving in totality, beyond moral reproach. 
In her early edited diary The Journals of Anaϊs Nin, Volume One (1931 - 1934), Nin 
no longer idealised her mother, but instead introduced Rosa as a stern and disapproving 
figure who refused to bid her daughter farewell before Nin’s frequent journeys to Paris. Nin 
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equated Rosa with the nosy elderly women of the neighbourhood.
86
  This was a vast change 
from the mother who Nin adored and emulated as a child. In her early writing career, Nin 
began to find her mother to be a stifling figure who threatened to restrict her sense of 
freedom. Later, as she began to explore her romantic attachments, Nin’s “struggle” to keep 
man in the womb, then rid him of her, was a re-enactment of her own experience of her 
mother’s desperate efforts to remain connected to her. Nin criticised Rosa’s efforts to protect 
and possess her children as “primitive” and “selfish.”
87
 The resentment that Nin felt at her 
mother’s emotional control illuminated a cultural perception of the archaic mother as 
hazardous to a child’s development. This imaginary generates representations of the maternal 
figure as desperately controlling, which is erroneously seen as symptomatic of her biological 
need to enclose, and thus it encourages the breaking away from her in order to move toward 
paternal or cultural law. This would, however, be a “womb fabricated by man,”
88
 which 
would not suit Nin, who wasn’t willing to give up her connection to motherhood entirely.  
Marian-Maternal Influences 
In 2015, Nin’s name may now be synonymous or even notorious for her erotic writing and 
sexual exploits, but she was initially quite wary of sexuality, most likely as a result of her 
Catholic upbringing.
89
 Catholicism, especially, the Marian model, was extremely significant 
to the growing Nin.
90
 Other than Rosa, one of the first and most powerful representations of 
femininity and maternity that the young Anaϊs Nin would have been confronted with was that 
of the Virgin Mary. Scholars have paid little attention to the religious motifs in Nin’s work, 
despite the persistent prevalence of religious imagery throughout her oeuvre.
91
 Having been 
raised in the Catholic faith, Nin possessed strong Roman Catholic beliefs until the age of 
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sixteen. This devout Catholicism, coupled with her mother’s own strain of puritanism, might 
have contributed to her confusion around sexuality and motherhood.  
Traditionally, Catholics celebrate the Mother Mary as an iconic figure for 
simultaneously maintaining virginity and bearing the child of god, Jesus. As Julia Kristeva 
suggests, institutionalised fantasies of femininity, such as those proffered by the Catholic 
Church, can offer idealised versions of feminine experience, whilst obstructing the 
authentic.
92
 Mother Mary represents an idealised maternal figure; she is pictured as a 
benevolent carrier or host, with her carnal desires or needs expunged. Mary’s existence is 
given meaning by her biological ability to give birth and to nurture a male child. In the 
Catholic tradition an immaculate conception was necessary to ensure the divinity (and male 
authority) of Christ. As a consequence, the sexualized and maternal female body was denied 
the biological reality of its role and function, and thus, according to Catholic belief, both 
before and after the act of a sacred birth, Mary remained pure or virginal.
93
 This is a 
problematic but important cultural imagining of the sexual status of a female saint as capable 
of an Immaculate Conception and perpetual virginity. In feminist debates around the 
significance of Mary’s virginity, some scholars have found that Mary’s virginity reifies 
misogynistic power-relations that would idealise her as passive and receptive, whilst others 
have read her virginity as indicative of feminine power.
94
 
Nin thought that her own mother “had seemed a puritan … always … so secretive 
about sex.”
95
 Nin only really became aware of Rosa’s sexuality when Nin was an adult and 
her father offered her a shocking account of the couple’s sex life. According to the boastful 
Joaquín, Rosa’s sexual appetite was large and she was often aroused by her husband’s 
“ardour.”
96
 Joaquín proceeded to tell his daughter that her mother engaged in sexual 
intercourse with him, “several times a day, and every day.”
97
 Of course, Joaquín’s 
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characterisation of Rosa, as recalled by Nin in her diary, may be unreliable, not least because 
his descriptions may be read as part of his attempt to seduce Nin.
98
 Nevertheless, the 
description of Rosa’s dual nature, of her publicly expressed puritanism and her private 
rampant sexuality seems to have struck a chord with Nin. This again might reflect the 
maternal ambivalence with which a mother raises her daughter with the memories of her own 
maternal figure in mind.
99
 It is also likely that Rosa’s prudery, coupled with the Marian 
iconography of her Catholic upbringing, may have influenced Nin’s initial understanding of 
maternity as a selfless and self-abnegating process, with a strong emphasis on the notion of 
purity. Indeed, one of the striking elements of the story of Mary is that she was seemingly 
exempt from any bleeding during the birth of Christ. According to Perez-Gil: 
Mary’s blood appears to be removed from some of the main evidences that 
accompany maternity… Opinions among some of the Fathers of the Church and later 
writers favour the same belief, that Christ’s birth was painless and bloodless.
100
 
Hildegard of Bingen, for example, asserts that when the Virgin ‘was a little weakened, 
as if drowsy with sleep, the infant came forth from her side—not from the opening of 
the womb—without her knowledge and without pain, corruption, or filth’. Hildegard 
even goes on to claim that ‘no placenta covered the infant in the Virgin Mother’s 
womb, in the manner of other infants, because he was not conceived from virile 
seed’.
101
 In her vision of Christ’s nativity, the 14th-century mystic Bridget of Sweden 
takes notice that his ‘flesh was most clean of all filth and uncleanness’ and that Mary 
deftly catches her Son’s umbilical cord with her fingers, cuts it off ‘and from it no 
liquid or blood went out.’
102
 
Catholic theology extols the belief that Mary was a virgin during parturition; that she felt no 
pain during childbirth; that she had no changes to the womb and that after the cord was cut, 
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no blood came out. In a similar puritanical vein, Nin expressed “profound … shock” after 
Joaquin told the disturbed Nin of her mother’s unwashed sex and underclothes, and of her 
drawer full of used feminine hygiene products.
103
 Particularly before the later writings of 
feminism such as de Beauvoir’s, daughters like Nin might have had to forge their own way 
individually in order to understand motherhood. Nin was using conflicting memories and 
stories of her own infancy and other narratives of motherhood to construct her own identity. 
These influences would have contributed to Nin’s exploration of the themes of conception to 
natality. And yet, it was these ideal visions of Mary that Nin seemed to actively rebel against 
when establishing her own narrative of the maternal. She started by creating an alternative 
“narrative opening”
104
 with the re-appropriation of the womb that began as early as 1914, and 
continued into the early 1930s. She then moved on to a writing of the blood, and umbilical 
connections that were explored up until the end of the Thirties, and later integrated her own 
visions of birth with one of a future maternal genealogy in the Forties and for the rest of her 
life.  
Nin also subversively offered a masculine counterpart to the bloodless Mary in 
several of her works, as can be seen from her reference to a transparent child, or a skinless 
Jesus named the Modern Christ. Perhaps what Nin was doing in these narratives was 
attempting to demonstrate the repercussions of establishing the kind of myth that would 
remove the individual from this traditional process of embodiment. Embodiment refers to the 
field of subjective consciousness within the body, and emphasises it as a crucial element in an 
individual’s experience in the world. Different bodies will experience the world differently, 
and identity manifests within these experiences that cannot be separated from the corporeal 
experience. This is important, because Nin was aware of her bodily potential to become 
pregnant and thus she identified with her mother, but she was also socialised by her mother 
and others due to her gender, and possibly into expressing particular traits related to her 
bodily potential. These gendered teachings might manifest in greater interpersonal skills, 
language of empathy, or understandings of the self as a potential caretaker and nourisher. 
Nevertheless, Nin’s work subverts the phallocentric symbolic order by re-asserting this 
socialised feminine voice into it. By inventing a child-figure without skin, Nin has 
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demonstrated the porousness of identity related to the body. The skinless Modern Christ in 
Nin’s story undergoes an intensified version of the gesture of love between mothers and their 
infants, and is capable of empathising with and even experiencing things that are outside of 
the self. This could be seen as Nin establishing a maternal space of intersubjective exchange, 
and teaching it through her narrative.  
The experience of intersubjective fluidity is at once pleasurable and painful. In The 
House of Incest, Nin wrote: 
The modern Christ said: I was born without a skin. I dreamed once that I stood naked 
in a garden and that it was carefully and neatly peeled, like a fruit. Not an inch of skin 
left on my body. It was all gently pulled off, all of it, and then I was told to live, to 
run. I walked slowly at first, and the garden was very soft, and I felt the softness of 
the garden so acutely, not on the surface of my body but all through it, the soft warm 
air and the perfumes penetrated me like needles through every open bleeding pore. All 
the pores open and breathing the softness, the warmth, and the smells. The whole 
body invaded, penetrated, responding, every tiny cell and pore active and breathing 
and trembling and enjoying. I shrieked with pain. I ran. And as I ran the wind lashed 
me, and then the voices of people like whips on me. Being touched! Do you know 
what it is to be touched by a human being!
105
 
Nin seems to be offering the importance of embodiment here, whilst lamenting the results 
that disembodiment might have. She does this by creating a character who experiences the 
intersubjective awareness of environmental surroundings, who has had his skin removed and 
is now acutely, spatially aware. Here, skin is a barrier between the self and sensation or 
perception. Perhaps the removed skin represents the phallocentric order, which she has seen 
as abstractly removed from the bodily experience. As the male is removed from the bodily 
ability to give life, he must necessarily create an order of abstraction, one that privileges the 
mind and thus the symbolic. Nin’s answer to, and amelioration of the bloodless Mary, (who is 
also a symbolic attempt at this disembodiment) is, in fact, a skinless Christ, violently returned 
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to his body. He is peeled, penetrated, invaded, and he responds to nearness
106
 in both pleasure 
and pain. These images are confronting, and similar to a description of sexual intercourse, or 
worse, rape. In this episode from the House of Incest Nin can therefore be said to have taken 
an Irigarayan approach to re-visiting a dominant icon of religion, and using it to communicate 
a feminine, embodied experience of sexuality and intersubjective perception. Nin challenges 
Catholic theology by offering a religious figure who is hyper-aware of sensation, and who 
offers a window into the psychological reality of intersubjective awareness. 
 The notion of a dual-being of chastity and motherhood such as the Virgin Mother is 
problematic at best, particularly to feminists. However, Irigaray’s reading of the story of 
Mother Mary re-appropriates her symbolism in a useful manner. It is strikingly similar to the 
approach taken by Nin in her acts of ‘mothering’. Irigaray stresses the importance of Mary’s 
virginity as symbolic, not of her sexual innocence or resistance to her carnal urges, but rather, 
her ability to remain faithful to herself and her own desires. She remains intact or untouched 
by a male throughout, in the sense of personal integrity, and thus ‘pure’. It becomes clear that 
this is a goal, however misguided, for Nin, in her relationships, too. Though she was not 
conventionally faithful or ‘pure’, she attempted to remain faithful to her own creative and 
amorous pursuits, as well as faithful to her own ideas of ethical practise. This wasn’t entirely 
successful, as she often was influenced by those she worked with, and her work and 
achievements were neglected for the benefit of others. Furthermore, for Kristeva, Mary is a 
threefold being, the mother of Jesus, the daughter of Christ, and the wife of her own son, 
too.
107
 Perhaps this fluidity of identity through roles in association with her family is 
significant to Nin’s own later experiments with, and overlapping of the roles of wife, 
daughter, and mother.  
In the first of her published diaries Nin explained: 
I gave myself totally and annihilatingly to my mother. For years I was lost in my love 
for her. I loved her uncritically, piously, obediently. I gave myself, I was weak, 
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depersonalized. I had no will … I only began to rebel and assert myself when I went 
out to work at sixteen. I could not go out with boys as other girls did. I repudiated 
Catholicism, Christianity. It is my weakness I hate, not her engulfing domination.
108
  
It is important to note that Nin seems to conflate her mother’s “engulfing domination” with 
her Catholicism.
109
 Her attachment to her mother seems to be linked to her dedication to the 
church, and to reject one would mean to leave the other. Nevertheless, Nin believed it was 
her own self-will that was lacking. She needed the strength of character to take command of 
her own life, and to establish something different. For Nin, this meant rebelling against the 
kind of maternity that her mother represented, and that was limited due to her necessary self-
sacrifice for her children. Nin eventually rejected Catholicism at the age of sixteen, when she 
realised that the church had forbidden many of the works of literature she was interested in 
reading, and as her prayers for her father’s return went unfulfilled. Nin explained in an 
interview that it took her much longer to free herself from the dogmatic grips of the religion, 
explaining that “In Catholicism. They say, ‘Once a Communist, always a Communist; once a 
Catholic, always a Catholic.’ It’s very hard to come out of a dogma, to transcend it. Although 
I finally did, I’m very wary of dogma, and of any organized religion.”
110
 Nin felt much more 
interested in creating a spirituality of her own.  
A Procreative Miracle 
This study is concerned with Nin’s re-conception of a revolutionary maternal discourse. 
Nin’s insights and explorations into alternative forms of maternity were fashioned into an 
ongoing maternal metaphor in her work. Nin’s maternal metaphor highlighted difference as 
the locus of fecund encounters, inviting an alliance between separate subjects. This chapter 
specifically discusses the recasting of the womb as a crucial part of Nin’s poetic re-
conceptualisation of the maternal body. Nin’s womb was a literary and metaphorical 
expression of the potential and the crisis of an interval of sexual difference, attempting to 
establish a space where she could perform the conjunction of separation and alliance that 
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could catalyse the fecund encounter. For Nin, the interval of sexual difference would offer a 
place of sensual pleasure and opening to another; someone who would be an alternative to 
her mother. In seeking a differently sexed other for an erotic encounter, Nin hoped to expand 
and move away from her mother and ultimately, herself. This would allow Nin to follow on 
in the Western tradition of the dis-identification with and erasure of the mother in the search 
of individual identity. This fecund encounter could allow Nin to embrace the aspects of 
maternity that she found useful, and yet hold them outside of her body in an attempt to 
exercise subjective autonomy. 
Though Nin worked to create an imaginative maternal womb, and its expression in the 
symbolic, she was still bound to, and heavily influenced by, a masculine literary and 
psychoanalytic tradition. As her perspective evolved over time, it was often in relation to the 
discursive limits associated with maternity, and the men with which she was intimate. This 
meant that she was often distracted by competing narratives, and it is, at times, unclear as to 
whether Nin’s maternal imaginary was only utilised as a seductive tool, or if it had greater 
power only in an abstract intellectual or imaginative sense. Nin’s womb, as represented in her 
work, is heavily eroticised. Despite the fact that she was working to achieve a seductive 
alliance, both literally and figuratively, she also effectively opposed and became detached 
from the biological mother figure. In doing this, she may have denied a comprehensive 
exploration of the power contained within the original maternal relationship, despite the fact 
that her other connections were modelled on the potential of it. It becomes quite obvious that 
Nin’s early explorations of the symbol of the womb were very much about rebelling against 
conventional feminine roles related to motherhood, and finding ways to avoid these traps by 
asserting new possibilities. Regardless of this, Nin “never disparages motherhood”
111
 but 
instead uses the maternal concept to imagine a space that is uncoupled from the 
(metaphorical) mother and child, but is related to them both. This relational space can exist 
between subjects as an imagined ‘third’ body, allowing mother and child to emerge as 
subjective selves whilst maintaining a bond. It can also offer a mutual space of 
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The importance of Nin's metaphorical womb is twofold. On the one hand, Nin’s 
representations of the maternal womb can be seen to function as a “figurative tool,”
113
 
dismantling and resisting typical representations of the feminine experience, then re-
signifying and articulating a kind of marginalised women’s interior language that is projected 
outside the maternal body, allowing for a space of intersubjective encounters. On the other 
hand, the womb moves beyond an ordinary literary trope for Nin, and becomes an ontological 
basis for her narrative and her understanding of the imaginative, transformational inter-
subjective relationship with another. In other words, Nin is able to explore the relationship 
between the creative mind and the body, during sexual, intellectual, and spiritual encounters 
by using the metaphor of the womb. In this way she is able to reflect on embodiment, as its 
reality is different from the ideal or imaginary. Furthermore, the material contradiction of the 
womb often highlights this disparity between the experience and the imagined or anticipated 
encounter. This has been described as “a relationship between inside and outside that defies 
any simple understanding.”
114
 The mother can imagine the infant, and has the potential for 
some relationship with her offspring whilst inside the womb, through her bodily functions 
and the infant’s movements, but she simultaneously has limited access to the foetus. Nin’s 
feminist focus on embodiment challenged the Western philosophical/literary tradition which 
privileged the abstract, intellectual, and disembodied. This tradition is built on foreclosing 
and devaluing the female body. 
Jessica Jenson examines the contradiction of the lived maternal body and the various 
perceptions of it as “hysteriographies” (etymologically defined as “writings of the womb”) in 
her dissertation Hysteriographies: Writings on Women’s Reproductive Body Image in 
Contemporary French Fiction. Jenson makes the interesting observation that the 
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advancement of medical technologies in the beginning of twentieth century France had an 
impact on medical narratives of pregnancy and shifted the focus primarily on the foetus, 
establishing a new “fetal subject”
115
 that could be monitored, managed, and visualised. This 
impacted upon legislation around pregnancy and birth, including abortion laws.
116
 Most 
importantly, the shift also reshaped pregnant women’s bodily perceptions, influencing how 
they imagined, experienced, and articulated their pregnancies.
117
 These major scientific and 
cultural developments provide a significant context for Nin’s work, as she produced it during 
a very contentious cultural climate around notions of pregnancy and birth. As so many 
medical texts were representing the once mysterious and private inner workings of pregnancy 
with the foetus as a focal point, the lived experience of the mother was often disregarded or 
delegitimised as peripheral. Nin, undoubtedly aware of and immersed in this social climate, 
was interested in describing a different kind of pregnancy and began to narrate her own 
explorations and experiences of her own reproductive potential as early as in her first diary in 
1914. For example, in 1915, she wrote of her baby doll named Bouby, and how even then she 
didn’t “love him as much as [she did her] diary.”
118
 She presciently explained that “Bouby is 
the only child I shall ever have, for I want to be free, always free … I want to give myself 
completely to poetry, to writing, to stories.”
119
 Even at this young age, Nin felt it would be a 
choice between a biological child and her writing. 
The malleable geography of the metaphorical womb in Nin’s work can be interpreted 
utilising Irigaray’s theories regarding the “fluid universe”
120
 and “loss of boundaries.”
121
 
Indeed, both Nin and Irigaray envision a heterosexual union between man and woman as 
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modelled on a symbiotic exchange between mother and foetus, where each subject has an 
active role in establishing a new and unique experience. This instead means that the womb is 
a place inhabited, experienced, and imagined by each subject differently, yet simultaneously. 
Using this maternal framework, the sexed couple might instead embrace the paradox of 
separation and alliance, which a maternal symbiotic relationship implies. For both Nin and 
Irigaray, this ‘feminine’ vision of eros encourages subjectivity and inter-subjectivity.
122
  The 
function of the womb in the work of Nin anticipates a subjective separation and inter-
subjective alliance. Furthermore, Nin’s maternal framework can be best understood when it is 
read alongside Irigaray’s formulation of an ethic of sexual difference, and Alison Stone’s 
extensive and thorough discussions on feminist psychoanalysis and the maternal subject in 
Feminism, Psychoanalysis, and Maternal Subjectivity.  The re-configuration of the maternal, 
which links Nin, Irigaray, and the various scholars in Stone’s work, may also be seen to 
produce an enriching and suggestive ethical framework for contemporary feminism to 
reinterpret the past and re-envision the future of maternal narratives. 
Re-tracing the interstices 
Irigaray’s reading of the history of Western philosophy draws attention to the absence and 
systematic exclusion of women’s voices and experiences. In Speculum of the Other Woman, 
Irigaray begins a critique of Plato’s parable of the cave by explaining that it operates as a 
metaphorical device to exclude women by displacing the womb and situating woman as the 
silent foundation of philosophy.
123
 If women are the foundation of philosophy, they are co-
opted as the objects or place from which these ideas are made. This excludes women from 
establishing any subjective position and so renders them unable to speak.
124
 This parable 
establishes the dichotomy between body and soul, encouraging an abandoning of the senses 
and bodily experience in search of an emergence from the cave toward spiritual 
enlightenment. Other feminist scholars have also noted the potential of the cave parable as 
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representative of interior female spaces.
125
 As much of the Western philosophical tradition is 
indebted to Plato’s work, Irigaray noted that in both traditional and modern representations 
and constructions, wombs are often limited to physiological organs with the sole function of 
holding and preserving. Historically, in Western culture, and particularly in the discourse of 
psychoanalysis, females have been conflated with these vestibules or receptacles because of 
their biological capacity for pregnancy. This can also be seen in pre-Socratic thought, for 
example, texts as early as Hesiod’s Theogony, an epic poem composed in the 7
th
 century that 
is also the first Greek mythical cosmogony. In Theogony, the female character, Rhea, only 
exists as a mother who gives birth to several children, much to her husband, Cronus’ horror. 
Cronus is so terrified of being potentially succeeded by one of these children, that he 
swallows each of them, seeking to reverse and negate the births that have occurred. When 
Rhea’s ‘maternal instincts’ drive her to save her child, she tricks Cronus into swallowing a 
rock instead, re-affirming the fearful meddling mother. What happens to Rhea is unclear, as 
she seems to have been forgotten as merely a peripheral character for the more important 
aspects of the Greek myth.
126
 The emphasis is placed on the fears of Cronus, and the 
patricidal capacity of his children, and the mother is marginalised.  
In Irigaray’s critique of phallogocentrism, she notes that the conventional 
understanding of identity that can be seen in early Western philosophy requires the repression 
of the maternal origin. It is here that Irigaray cites Plato’s escape from the cave, which is 
really an exemplification of the horror of the womb-matrix.
127
 Similarly these narratives 
influenced psychoanalytic practices such as Freud’s. Freud illuminates the unconscious only 
to dominate or overcome it in projections of his own truth, based on the father-son 
relationship. Freud places an emphasis on the patricidal fantasy as fundamental to all 
elements of civilisation, seeing it as a “system of defenses against and atonements for 
parricide.”
128
 This was known as the process of identification, which is a site of extreme 
ambivalence in both hatred and love of the father. This ambivalence often takes place in 
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rituals such as the  
“Eucharist, which (arguably) re-enacts the totem meal”
129
 where the son can symbolically kill 
and imbibe the powers of his father. As a result, much of these early examples are suggesting 
that self-differentiation only occurs through separation from the mother and identification 
with the father. In this, Irigaray distinguished a psychic matricide, one that made the escape 
from or erasure of the maternal figure necessary in order for a subject to emerge in its own 
right.
130
 This would leave the maternal forgotten, repressed, or peripheral. In much early 
psychoanalysis, which was influenced by ancient Greek literature and Plato’s parable, the 
maternal figure was considered as little more than an object from which the individual subject 
must escape in order to come into selfhood. In this, Sigmund Freud championed the 
understanding of the infant who comes into a self-understanding of separate identity because 
he is not his mother, so renounces her. Because the bond with the mother is often so strong, 
the mother is situated as an object from which the infant establishes detachment but can still 
control through sexual love.
131
 This again harks back to Plato and his masculine fantasy of 
the cave as a prison, an illusory matrix tied to the experience of bodily immanence from 
which he must break free and transcend in order to establish control. According to Alison 
Stone, “certain currents”
132
 of this male fantasy of psychic matricide have been expressed, 
reproduced, and institutionalised, deeply entrenched throughout Western civilisation, as a 
means of organising the male psyche against the mother.
133
 Nin experimented with these 
cultural expressions of parricide and matricide. She did not entirely demonstrate the 
daughter’s early ability to resolve this conflict by identifying with her mother, as a potential 
mother, herself.
134
 She also did not find solution in identifying with her father, though she 
gave the some symbolic expression, as the thesis will later address. Nin instead, combined the 
two strategies, and chose to represent her womb in terms of capacity and dynamic force, 
                                                 
129
 Stone, “Parricide and Matricide”, 38. 
130
 Irigaray, “The Bodily Encounter with the Mother” in The Irigaray Reader, 38. 
131
 Stone, “Parricide and Matricide”, 47. 
132
 Stone, “Parricide and Matricide”, 49. 
133
 Stone, “Parricide and Matricide”, 49. 
134




outside of herself. Furthermore, instead of a void, or the burden of a “domestic matron,”
135
 
Nin reoriented the womb as the source and centre of becoming. Indeed, despite dismissals 
from critics who presume her work to be characterised by ambiguity and essentialism,
 136
 I 
suggest that Anaϊs Nin developed a writing process that effectively reconceived the maternal 
symbolic, fruiting from her mother’s womb as the “first home”
 137
 to her own establishment. 
Interestingly, the mother-child relationship has been emphasised in recent 
interdisciplinary research into the fields of neurological research and poetry and poetics. In 
her 2014 PhD thesis, Words of Shape and Shade: Synaesthesia in the Poetry and Poetics of 
the Early Twentieth Century, Fiona Burrows links the neurological underpinnings of neo-
natal synaesthesia to their prolific metaphorical representation in language and literary works. 
She notices that the capacity for inter-sensory association is largely evident across a wide 
sample of Western poetry and that this can be traced back to the first synaesthetic instances of 
closeness between the infant and the maternal body, before individuation occurs and 
language is developed and allows a kind of separation and categorisation of different 
sensations and understandings.  This study, whilst fascinating, again focuses on the infant’s 
pre-linguistic, subjective experience, and the remnants carried into later linguistic exercises. 
It does not investigate the ambivalent experience of the mother, who is both the platform and 
body for this kind of subjective emergence and a subject in her own right.  
In Feminism, Psychoanalysis, and Maternal Subjectivity, Alison Stone approaches 
this problem, explaining that maternity requires the mother to “resituate herself as essentially 
a participant in these relations—her past relations with her archaic mother and her present 
relations with her child in which those past relations are re-enacted.”
138
 Thus, the maternal 
subject is able to at once return to and restructure meaning from the maternal bodily 
experience, intervening between “two sets of two—mother and child, mother and her own 
mother.”
139
 Though Stone’s analysis does not mention literary examples of maternal theory 
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such as Nin’s, Nin explicates the same resistance between a mergence that harks back to her 
own early bodily relations to her mother, and the transposing of this in an active re-situation 
with her new bodily experiences. She utilises images of the womb in order to do this, taking a 
new approach to a mid-ground between the traditional and a new conception of subjectivity. 
Her first act of creating this womb-space is within her diary, then she moves on to creating 
houses and rooms with which to attract new encounters. Many of Nin’s writings focus on the 
structures wherein the events occur, from the many titles that contain the word “house” 
(House of Incest, Houseboat, Spy in the House of Love, for example) to the many descriptions 
of rooms and spaces. These places are all founded on the origins or motherland of her diary. 
As Nin explained: 
The diary began as the diary of a journey, to record everything for my father. It was 
really a letter, so he could follow us into a strange land, know about us. But the 
‘letter’ was never sent … and the diary became also ‘an island, in which I could find 




The ambivalent experience of this ‘land’ of her diary becomes evident when Nin also refers 
to it as a labyrinth in her short story titled “The Labyrinth” in Under a Glass Bell. Inhabiting 
the womb of her diary was not just an escape, but also a generative process of identity and 
becoming. The diary gave her “the illusion of a warm ambiance I needed to flower in.”
141
  
It is necessary, therefore, to revive and to promote the potent maternal symbolism in Nin’s 
work that has previously been partially overlooked by scholars and critics. I argue that Nin 
utilised intuitive language and diary writing to refigure the womb as a space to reject 
conventional associations that denoted void or lack, just as Irigaray later encouraged the 
exploration of alterity through “the conditions” that are required “and the space occupied by a 
subject considered … female.”
142
 In this process, Nin was able to redefine herself and the 
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symbols she used. Nin felt that her novels gave her this opportunity to choose the symbols of 
the unconscious as well as to interpret them.
143
  
Maternity as coherent symbolism 
As scholars such as Helen Tookey have acknowledged, for Anaϊs Nin, the maternal role stood 
in opposition to the “masculine”
 144
 creative state. Because of the cultural expectations 
attributed to the role of a female, Nin often expressed a dual resistance and curiosity 
regarding what it was to be a mother and retain some sense of agency. For Nin, there had to 
be another option, wherein she could re-envision the expectations set against her gender, 
where they served her and allowed a certain degree of agency. For Nin, this stemmed from 
the creative associations with feminine roles, but were redeployed or seized upon as inventive 
symbolic material for her art.  
In A Novel for the Future, Nin distinguished the importance of an intuitive symbolism 
that was separate from meaningless, absurdist images.
145
 Instead, Nin called for a coherent 
symbolism that could possibly represent certain dimensions of the psyche that might be 
difficult to discuss, such as the conflict between the martyrdom of the ‘feminine’ self and the 
‘masculine’ writer. However, the symbolism that Nin suggested was one that should be 
individually interpreted, thus resisting rigid interpretations and phallocentric structures.
146
 
Similarly, in Sexes and Genealogies, Irigaray also discusses the possibilities for a kind of 
permeable symbol, which she imagines as a “living symbol,”
147
 that might help to re-draw the 
relationship between the sexes and yet prevent objectification. Nin created a new symbolic 
mother who utilised the powerful associations of the womb to envision possible connections 
with others, whilst retaining intellectual and imaginative agency. 
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Later, fully articulating the literary portrait she had begun to construct, Nin explained: 
“Waiting in the café I write these words: ‘On being the womb.’ And it unleashes a 
tremendous new feminine world. I am completely divorced from a man’s idea world. I swim 
in nature. On being the womb. Englobing.”
148
 Nin defended the construction of the womb in 
the exterior world as creative (pro)creation, by explaining that she would write from the 
womb as well as being the womb itself. Nin symbolically gave birth to her subjective self and 
encouraged/engendered the subjectivity of the other through a reappropriation of the feminine 
symbolic that also embraced difference. Accordingly, returning to the speaking of the female 
body, Irigarayan theory uses the elaboration of sexual difference within the erotic encounter 
to reconsider the subject’s relation to all things and also emphasises the importance of the 
pre-oedipal mother/child relationship as part of the practice of écriture féminine and 
subjective embodiment recasting traditional maternal roles. Irigaray believes that 
acknowledging sexual difference on both a corporeal and symbolic level can dismantle and 
rework the restrictive and insufficient gender binaries for each individual through a moving 
embodied subjective process, accepting neither as whole, rather, both as penetrable and yet 
separate in self-axis and experience. Instead of a fixed position in relation to the other as 
either specular or neutered, Irigaray offers a presentation of at least two genders, each 
engaged in the process of becoming, affirming the difference of the other, transcending the 
traditional, limiting and insufficient dichotomies. Irigaray emphasises phenomenological 
writing from a bodily experience of the world, a process that other French feminists, notably, 
Hélène Cixous, have named ‘écriture féminine’.
149
 This provokes a theoretical redefinition of 
words, concepts, roles and narratives to position women in their own experience-based 
knowledge and representations of body and world. Irigaray displays sexual differences as 
actual and in need of re-experiencing and re-imagining, independent of cultural production. 
As Nin wrote in her unpublished diary:  
The sexual is the symbol by which we are made to understand the condition of life 
and death. Therefore everything is not sexual in its derivation, but that is the symbol 
which contains all rhythms, all pulsations, all conflicts, all knowledge ... We think 
that when we mean life we mean the sexual. The sexual is only the physical 
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counterpart of vast illusionary pregnancies and impotences. We will find what the 
sexual is the key of, like the meaning of pagan as religious rituals. And then our 
rituals and our origins will have a vast significance.
150
  
In this, Nin is suggesting that the sexual is a compelling place to begin exploring other 
mysteries such as the fecund encounter, but that the psychic imaginary is much more 
important. To Nin, the sexual offers a place to begin, in order to trace back to the source of all 
truths. The sexual in itself, however, is not the truth. 
Pre-conception: Preparing the Womb. 
Rather than just participating in a symbolic repression of the mother, Nin constructed her 
own ontological process and praxis of writing in the poetics of the womb. This allowed her to 
repeat the traditional foreclosure of the mother whilst simultaneously embracing the birthing 
process in her work. In Nearer the Moon, Nin wrote: 
Writing as a woman. I am becoming more and more aware of this. All that happens 
 in the real womb, not in the womb fabricated by man as substitute. Strange that I 
 should explore this womb of real flesh when of all women I seem the most idealized, 
 the most moonlike, a Persian miniature, a dream, a myth. And it is I descending into 
 the womb, luring men into it, struggling to keep man there, and struggling to free him 
of me! To help him create another womb.
151
  
Not only was Nin making an important distinction between the imposed womb of male 
psychical need, and the kind that is authored by the maternal subject, this passage also 
suggests that Nin recognised the re-cast womb as an important feature of feminine power. 
Nin was attempting to harness this womb and describe it as something separate from these 
projections. She was also utilising the womb in order to retrieve and exercise a kind of 
control. By re-imagining the womb as a powerful and creative force, she is imbuing herself 
and the maternal subject with the ability to perceive and harness that force from within.  
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However, it is evident that Nin still believed throughout her career that the womb too 
was dangerous, something to be struggled against, and, ultimately, escaped from. Nin seems 
to be perpetuating the notion that “man” must then discard the womb in order to enter and 
create culture. This disempowers the maternal subject, who is still reduced to the mercy of 
her biological function and unable to enter this world in the same manner. Though Nin has 
recognised the power and potential of the womb, she has still evidenced her own fear of the 
archetypal primordial, all-consuming mother.  
The diaries that comprise a beginning to Nin’s revolutionary maternal discourse were first 
recomposed into fiction and prose poems in such volumes as The House of Incest (published 
in 1936). They were then heavily edited and published by Nin as the Journals of Anaϊs Nin: 
Volume One (1931-1934). In spite of her quest to find a publisher from the 1930s, the diaries 
were not published until 1966. These diaries briefly gained popularity and earned Nin fame 
as a feminist icon. Six more volumes of these edited diaries followed, until the final Volume 
Seven was published in 1980. In 1986, almost a decade after Nin’s death, they were again 
edited and published, beginning with Henry and June: From the Unexpurgated Diary of 
Anaϊs Nin (1931-1932).
 152
 As these texts form a significant part of the literary expressions of 
Nin’s conception of the maternal, they are also the ideal material to begin an examination of 
the maternal discourse in her work. 
Of the many journals Nin kept since the age of eleven when she began writing in the 
form of? an open letter to her father, she chose to first publish from the “most interesting and 
dramatic period”
153
 when her diary writing was most prolific. Commencing in late 1931, as 
she formed relationships with Henry and June Miller, this period represented a crucial 
frontier of the transformation, development and understanding of feminine identity. She 
sought to become open to an encounter that would allow her new experiences. She declared 
that there was something inside of her that “remained untouched, unstirred” that must “be 
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moved” if she was to be “moved wholly.”
154
 This is important because Nin was preparing 
herself before the actuality of the encounter, which places emphasis on wonder as “a 
motivating force behind mobility in all of its dimensions,”
155
 preceding familiarity. Nin and 
Irigaray are both concerned with seizing difference or mystery as a driving force in 
attraction/desire and as a strategy for encouraging and sustaining inter-subjective relations. 
Irigarayan erotic wonder is an expression of “vulnerability to the unexpected seduction by the 
other, to being drawn out of themselves.”
156
  
Openness to encountering an ‘other’ is analogous with traditional symbols of the 
sphere, yet with a significant difference, as Nin’s spheres are open. Nin’s spherical motif 
provides a temporary elastic finitude for subjectivity. When Nin wrote about the dynamic 
between herself and her husband Hugo Guiler, the dynamic was a fiery welcoming to what 
would be a myriad of new events and circumstances. She rejoiced in “a seven-year-late, 
mature honeymoon, full of the fear of life. In between our quarrels we are acutely happy. Hell 
and heaven at once. We are at once free and enslaved. At times it seems as if we know that 
the only tie which can bind us together is one of white-heat living, the same kind of intensity 
one finds in lovers and mistresses. We have unconsciously created a high effervescent 
relationship within the security and peace of marriage. We are widening the circle of our 
home and of our two selves. It is our defence against the intruder, the unknown.”
157
 Later, she 
would thank her new lover, Henry Miller for his circle of security and growth, and refer to his 
love as an aureole around her, conceding that he guided her, though she moved, she acted.
158
 
In all of these early examples, Nin is employing images of the womb to illustrate the space 
forged for new encounters. These widening spaces, and circles surrounding the relationships 
are indicative of places where creative processes might potentially begin. 
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The sphere is an all-pervasive motif within Nin’s diaries. The rounded image is congruent 
with that of a pregnant abdomen. By situating the womb in her life as well as herself as the 
womb, Nin reclaims sovereignty from an exterior situation that often limits the female to a 
peripheral or even absent place. The womb, instead of being a passive space at risk of 
corruption envelops the foetus and is an actively giving and receptive environment able to 
foster symbiotic relationships, a metonymical device, contingent on the female, not just a 
metaphoric replacement of her.  
A large part of Nin’s elastic model for feminine subjectivity is also symbolised 
through the circle, particularly the circular motion, which is, indeed, still movement. A 
similar point is made by Irigaray, who calls for a revaluing of other kinds of motion, other 
than just outward movement. Nin worried about her movement, wondering: “Perhaps my 
desire to preserve the magnificence of those four days with Henry is a wasted effort. Perhaps, 
like Proust, I am incapable of movement. I choose a point in space and revolve around it, as I 
revolved for two years around John. Henry’s movement is a constant hammering to draw 
sparks, unconcerned about the mutilations involved.”
159
 These circles express the imaginative 
space between mother and child, as the relation of differentiation is expected to take place as 
the child masters this space and eventually moves outside of it. This occurs as the infant plays 
and develops towards the outside world, whilst safely able to return back to the “mother’s 
protection” as she provides the “safe environment” from which he can move.
160
 Nin’s self-
doubt might come from the tension between expected roles of maternal relation where she 
would revolve around others and provide the safe environment in which they could creatively 
become, and her desire to take her own unique path towards artistic development. The 
movement that Nin felt compelled to make would not push her forward, with the kind of 
movement she observed in Henry, but it would allow a flow from her interior world to the 
exterior one.   
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  “The Labyrinth,” originally published in The Booster magazine in 1938 under the 
title “The Paper Womb,” was a short story based on Nin’s insights into her own diary as a 
kind of platform from which to connect her interior world to the exterior reality, and a 
recognition from Nin that it functioned as a womb, as the original title suggests. This short 
story conveyed Nin’s diary as a performance of the movement between inward and outward. 
It illustrated the tension between attempts to connect with and forge an intimate encounter 
through communication with others (the public) and the obvious distance between these 
others and her own subjective inner-worldly (the private). The title “The Paper Womb” 
suggests a metaphor of the paper pages as permeable interfaces, at once a displaying and 
enticing intimacy, just as a womb engenders a creative relationship between mother and 
infant. The diary is gravid with creative potential, just as the womb is, and yet there is still a 
mediating interface between the mother and infant, or author and reader. In pregnancy the 
mediator is the placenta; in literary terms, the mediator is the page. The page can be seen to 
establish a distancing layer between author and reader it can still be touched, demonstrative 
of the creative, bi-locative inter-subjective space.
161
 Furthermore, it offers a clue as to Nin’s 
imaginative project of identity, in making intimate not only her immediate encounters but 
those she will have with her audience/readers. If her interactions are shaped in this way, she 
is engaging in a larger project outside of her life, of subjective becoming in relation to all 
who might read her words. This again is a display of necessary separation and alliance, such 
as Irigaray finds necessary to the fecund encounter.
162
 It is also Nin’s way of acknowledging 
that she is contributing to a creative tradition that has been dominated and shaped by males. 
By creating a paper womb, she is imagining and offering her own difference, and creating a 
genre that might be representative of new and different contributions that could come after it, 
and thus be birthed by it.
163
 
Though Nin recognised her own place in giving birth to what might be a new 
feminine tradition, Nin also resisted the solipsist vision of a Levinasian-like “absolute 
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 imagining total separation as unsuitable and finding it unbearable. Just as the 
situation of pregnancy both requires a simultaneous grappling with fantasy and imagining, 
Nin was struggling to imagine her project. In her profound need to connect with others, 
yearning for companionship, she wrote about the illness of isolation. At this point, Nin had no 
intellectual equals, or peers who were seeking to make similar literary innovations. She 
explained that to her, normalcy is fulfillment, intact with reality as well as with her 
imaginative world.”
165
 She feared solitude because in it she “suffered torture.”
166
 Nin 
recounted her experience of Christmas celebrations, lamenting “I was well, well, well.” and 
then her sudden “then in the middle of it, because the talk was not profound, I became 
dissociated from the whole scene, and I became ill again, isolated isolated.”
167
 Nin sought 
another means of communication and companionship, an encounter of her authentic self, 
kindled by another who she might create with. Once she overcame the paralysis of isolation 
she resolved to aim for and acquire what she wanted directly.”
168
 All Nin could do was 
fantasise about the pregnant world not yet open to her, and move towards creating it. 
June & Henry 
A Potent(ial) beginning 
After tentatively stepping into the bohemian, artistic culture of Paris in the 1930s, Nin met 
Henry Miller. The vision of separation and alliance in the Irigarayan eros correlates with 
Nin’s inclinations and motives noticeable in her preparation for and development of a 
relationship with him. She experienced “[a] rich, full peace-fertile the peace necessary to 
creation.”
169
 Shortly before her defining introduction to Miller, Nin prefigured an 
actualisation of desire and opening to new opportunities to fulfill all of her impulses. She 
expressed some apprehension, resisting total surrender in resolving not to “go in so deep” and 
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not “give so much.”
170
 Despite her hesitance to connect deeply, Nin initiated a portrait of 
herself in the fecund state, utilising symbols often fused with the pregnant body. Exploring 
the nature of the first stage of childbearing in a metaphorical sense, the pregnancy denotes a 
intrauterine anticipation of productive creativity and love affairs. She acknowledged what 
Irigaray would call openness to encountering the other, noting that “all the rest is too much a 
self-created thing.”
171
 As Nin and her husband Hugo Guiler began to address their sensual 
curiosities, Nin noted her inner conflict between the aspirations to affirm Guiler and wishes 
to “preserve” their love.
172
 Nin described an anticipatory environment of “expansion, 
relaxation and fulfillment,” “…a state – a condition of inner power and tranquil, sure energy, 
of richness and deep fullness…”
173
 Her chosen lexicon contains items commonly associated 
with the preparation for and early stages of a pregnancy. She predicted her “duality” to be 
sewn together with her writing – the means by which she intended to tease fragmentation into 
a whole being. She noted erotic dreams about her cousin Eduardo and her brother Joaquin, 
where she “takes the place of the others.”
174
 Nin elaborated that she felt “as if I were an 
immense passive sensual earth every moment.”
175
 Not only did she underline the term 
“others” here, but she linked a comment about the ‘other’ to her own place as a large 
centering earth. Placing herself as the passage between one and the other, as a spherical 
object, she was constructing an idea of the maternal metaphor as a vital passage between 
herself and the other. Nin wanted to embody and connect on a new level through 
participation; her own self-analysis evidencing a dissatisfaction with merely 
“understanding.”
176
 Drawing the parallel between her dreams and the metaphorical child, she 
explained that “all unfulfilled desires are imprisoned children.”
177
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Not long after meeting, Miller and Nin engaged in a conversation regarding the 
mistakes made by a Don Juan. Juan, according to the pair, mistakenly attempted fusion or 
possession in his romantic pursuits, rather than allowing for his distinct personality or that of 
his lover’s to be truly recognised or respected. In analysing his mistake, Nin noticed the 
problem of excluding a separate subjective identity in a sexual relationship, and at the same 
time she emphasised the potential of sexual difference to inspire and nourish an intimate 
encounter. Nin focused on the importance of a more careful encounter between two people, 
one that explored subjectivity through the body, explaining:  
He was seeking to be created, to be born, to be warmed into existence, to be imagined, 
to be known, to be identified; he was seeking a procreative miracle. The first birth is 
often a failure. He was seeking the love which would succeed. Passion cannot achieve 
this because it is not concerned with the true identity of the lover. Only love seeks to 
know and to create or rescue the loved one.
178
  
It is not entirely clear what Nin meant by the statement that the first birth was often a failure, 
however, this could be associated with her rebellious feelings towards her mother, and her 
desire to re-conceive of birth. Perhaps here she was rejecting the domination of the maternal 
that she felt from Rosa at this time, and hoping that a “second birth” could be more fruitful. 
The second birth was something that she was actively searching for, and seemed to hope 
could come from her encounter with Miller. In imagining a more preferable love, Nin 
deployed many terms that are conventionally associated with childbirth, strategically 
contributing to a concept of love that may include an imagined act of procreation that would 
emphasise active bodies generating and participating in their own meaning making. This 
particular model of sexual love deliberately avoids views of intimacy as symbiotic mergence. 
With similar anticipation of a creative birth, Nin worked to ignite a similar kind of encounter 
in her relationships, through re-imagining and re-symbolising her bodily experiences. The 
first diary revealed that she anticipated this kind of encounter with Henry Miller. 
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Womb of Male Fantasy 
The story of Nin’s encounters with Henry and June Miller is one of the most popular tales 
from Nin’s life, and has been depicted in her early diary, as well as in the first of her 
posthumously published Unexpurgated Diaries titled Henry and June, and later adapted into 
a film of the same title. The legacy of this love-trio is perhaps so famous because of the 
persistent fame of the author, Henry Miller. Miller still receives much more recognition, 
scholarly inquiry, and general mention than Nin does, but this is perhaps a direct result of 
Nin’s efforts to nourish others, especially artists and writers. In order to establish herself as 
different to her mother, Nin moved toward a new womb, one of the male fantasy. 
The notoriously philandering Henry Miller introduced Nin to his second wife, June, 
not long after they had met and bonded over similar writing pursuits on the subject of D. H. 
Lawrence. Henry lamented June’s storytelling and deceit, and drew a comparison between 
her and an actress who lied so convincingly she produced the reality she had invented.
179
 This 
method of entrance prepares the reader for June as a provocative example of woman defined 
by others. Initially “full of stories,” June Miller was an important figure in Nin’s life and 
work, representing the dark, destructive pole of the feminine ventriloquist’s doll. Her 
personality often seemed elusive, cloaked in illusion and tales. Though June seemed 
mysterious and deceptive, Nin felt that she was not in control of the image she presented to 
others because it was based on the male fantasy, or what she felt was expected of her. She 
was the product of the fantasies of others, rather than authoring her own story. Nin explained 
that “poor June is not like me, able to make her own portrait.”
180
 The problem of June 
revealed much of Nin’s greater concern over the role of women, and in turn, all mothers, who 
were traditionally forced into the position of an object for the infant subject. Rarely would a 
mother’s needs or concerns be bothered with. As Benjamin explains: 
 All of the work I encountered was done from the standpoint of the infant, as though 
the mother were simply the answer, the interlocking gear, in relation to the infant’s 
endogenous structure and needs. Her existence as a separate person was somehow 
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subtly ignored, as if the conflict with her own needs and subjectivity were a nonissue 
if she was good and devoted enough.
181
  
Not one to conform to the needs of others, Nin believed she had solved the problem by 
refusing to be a biological mother, yet she was still compelled to invent many selves that 
could be seen as typical of male fantasy. In fact, Nin herself acknowledged that she laboured 
to be just as those she loved would want her to be.
182
 Despite her similarities to June, Nin 
believed that her own fantasies of self-creation were different because June was unaware that 
she was employing this strategy. Nin compared her own self-construction to June’s, 
explaining that “June and I have paid with our souls for taking fantasies seriously, for living 
life as a theatre, for loving costumes and changes of selves, for wearing masks and disguises. 
But I know what is real. Does June?”
183
 Because June was not conscious of her self-
mythologising, in Nin’s eyes, June could not control what she was doing. This meant that 
June was impulsive and primitive, according to Nin, just as she felt that her own mother was. 
Becoming a woman who was not able to harness her power was Nin’s greatest fear. Now she 
felt that she could see the difference between her own self-invention and an unconscious one, 
Nin might have hoped that she could work to create an identity that was useful to her, rather 
than just one that she felt was required of her by men. She could also seek to explain the 
struggle that other women faced, that of wanting to embody the fantasies of others in order to 
be loved, but needing to learn the art of self-creation. 
In line with the discourse of feminine as lack, for Nin and Miller, June’s mystery and 
lies demonstrated a lack of genuine selfhood, a deficient projection of the author’s combined 
and sometimes conflicting desires. Because of her inability to wield the tools to create her 
own identity, both Henry Miller and Nin also used her as an artist’s muse. In the “elusive” 
June, Nin found both the symbolic abysmal and the woman able to be filled with an artist’s 
ideas. Henry described June as “empty” and yet she “awaken[ed] so many curiosities”
184
 
inside of him. Furthermore, Nin was concerned that June was a projection of both herself and 
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Henry, a ‘container’ filled by the artist’s dreams and expectations. For Nin, rebelling against 
the role she felt she had as a woman was to take the position of the writer instead of the muse. 
Despite aligning herself with the male artists in this way, she attempted to offer a different 
kind of artist-muse relationship, based on understanding rather than domination and 
caricature. While Miller revelled in June’s lies, Nin sought to understand the reason behind 
them.
185
 Her work on June was so insightful that Miller borrowed much of it to write his own 
story. Nin’s approach was to observe and examine June, hoping to understand the reasoning 
behind her lies. Instead of judgement, she examined the psychological and sensual aspects of 
June, believing June to be fabricating as a “necessary” protection, against Miller’s constant 
need to caricature and destroy.  
Additionally, in The House of Incest, Sabina (a characterisation of June) “was losing 
the human power to fit body to body in human completeness. She was delimiting the 
horizons, sinking into planets without axis, losing her polarity and the divine knowledge of 
integration, of fusion … spreading herself like night over the universe.”
186
 This observation 
of Sabina is a compelling example of the repercussions of a loss of feminine specificity, of 
the ability to narrate her own subjectivity because she is at the mercy of others’ fantasies. In 
addition, Nin wrote that Sabina “would tolerate no bars of light on open books, no 
orchestration of ideas knitted by a single theme; she would not be covered by the sun, and 
half the universe belonged to him; she was turning her serpent back to that alone which might 
overshadow her own stature giving her the joy of fecundation.”
187
 Sabina’s refusal to find or 
‘light’ her own path is narrated by Nin as a dangerous return to an unsuitable or masculine 
nature, not of her making. The darkness that Sabina represents can be again compared to the 
darkness that Nin imagined in her childhood poem about birth. Just as the grandmother 
declared that “there is nothing but darkness,” and that “life was waiting for someone,”
188
 
Sabina sees only darkness because her freedom is restricted by her role. This again exposes 
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the limitations of the fantasy that would prevent a woman from creating her own role in life, 
sacrificing her as a womb for a constant re-enactment of infancy.    
As Nin worked with her analyst, Rene Allendy, she worked to embrace both parts of 
herself, those seemingly different to June and those that were similar. Though she feared that 
the masculine side of her personality had progressed too much (as a result of pursuing 
June),
189
 Nin allowed herself to be opened, also, by her relationship to June. In an expression 
of surrender and the exchange of selves, Nin offered herself to be sacrificed, explaining that 
“she will add the sum of me to her. She will be June plus all that I contain.”
190
  
Just as Miller and Nin projected their fantasies onto June, Henry fed his own fantasies 
of Nin, too. Nin occupied Miller’s womb of fantasy, where they would be symbolically 
merged. She wrote: “and he, overtaken by a sense of living in a fairy tale, with a veil between 
himself and me, the princess! That is what he remembers while I lie warm in his arms. 
Illusions and dreams. The blood he pours into me with groans of joy, the biting into my flesh, 
my odor on his fingers, all vanish before the potency of the fairy tale.”
191
 For Nin, the journal 
was an “intimacy with [herself]”
192
 and this broke down throughout times of great intimacy 
with Henry, when instead she looked to share events of her life with him instead of recording 
them. “At certain moments, when I look into his unreadable blue eyes, I have a sensation of 
such torrential happiness that I feel emptied.”
193
 Henry felt “whole” through their coupling, 
as his imaginative desires were being met.
194 
Nin poetically describes her union with Henry 
“The earth pours out essences like a woman a man has ploughed and seeded. Our bodies 
draw close.”
195 
In this, Nin used the very ancient (Greek) concept of ploughing and seeding 
land, which suggested the persistence of certain cultural notions, to illustrate the risk of 
complete mergence that would compromise the female subjective independence. There were 
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to be many times when Nin felt the pressure of her position as woman and facilitator of the 
needs of males in her life. Feeling the urgent call of freedom toward the end of Henry and 
June, she wrote, “Each day there are more demands from me that deprive me of the liberty I 
need, Hugo’s growing demands of my body, Allendy’s demands on the noblest in me, 
Henry’s love, which makes me a submissive and faithful wife—all this, against the adventure 
I must constantly renounce and sublimate.”
196
 Additionally, Nin was recognised by Miller as 
being “in love with love … as one who will fecundate the world with her love, the one who 
will cause suffering and strife because she loves too much….”
197
 Nin cared for Miller, and 
she was at risk of losing herself to this love, as she saw her mother do with her father. This 
would be a struggle for Nin throughout her life. Her first experiments with the womb 
illustrate a larger need for Nin to figure out how she might embrace maternity without this 
loss, even at a symbolic level.  
Allendy, driven by his own motivations to establish a relationship with her, also saw 
Nin’s loving nature as neurosis. “He wants me to be liberated of the need of love so that I can 
love him of my own volition,”
198
 Nin explained. Allendy had recognised Nin’s compulsion to 
love in a way that could efface her own identity, if she was not careful to mediate that space. 
Nin was growing tired of what she felt was her role in the relationship with Miller, and wrote 
“the passivity of the woman’s role weighs on me, suffocates me. Rather than wait for his 
pleasure, I would like to take it, to run wild.”
199
 Nin began to recognise that rather than a kind 
of fusion between herself and her lover, space was required to create the essential paradox for 
successful embodied subjectivity, inter-subjectivity and sexual ethics. A situation such as this 
would later described by Irigaray as the encounter of two equal subjectivities in “a 
paradoxical conjunction of separation and alliance.”
200
 Whilst it can be seen that Nin wished 
to achieve both separation and alliance with her many lovers, she was also still looking to 
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transcend the traditional female roles and this often meant that she would succumb to a 
fantasy of mergence. This would not be something that she could do for some time. 
To Create, Within the Mystery, a Space Severed from Man’s Myth 
Nin offered the womb as ideally a place of generation and relation. In prescient words 
predicting an importance placed on difference and identity in relation to the other later 
developed philosophically by Irigaray: 
The woman artist has to fuse creation and life in her own way, or in her own womb if 
you prefer. She has to create something different from man. Man created a world cut 
off from nature. Woman has to create within the mystery, storms, terrors, the infernos 
of sex, the battle against abstractions and art. She has to sever herself from the myth 
man creates, from being created by him, she has to struggle with her own cycles, 
storms, terrors which man does not understand. Woman wants to destroy aloneness, 
recover the original paradise. The art of woman must be born in the womb-cells of the 




For Nin, creating a space between herself and her lover was about allowing respective 
freedoms, and thus forging a safe place where they could encounter each other without 
domination. Though she was unable to do this perfectly, she did make the effort to show 
Miller that he could safely establish his own identity and seek his own fulfillment whilst in a 
relationship with her. Once Henry became aware that he could freely do as he pleased in his 
relationship with Nin, able to admit acts truthfully and still remain loved, he complimented 
her rare approach.
202 “
I said to Henry, “You have known much passion, but you have never 
known closeness, intimacy with a woman, understanding.” “That’s so true,” he said. “Woman 
for me was an enemy, a destroyer, one who would take things from me, not one whom I 
could live with closely, be happy with.”
203
 Here, Miller (perhaps unwittingly) validated Nin’s 
project by distinguishing her strategy from the cloying love she felt that she had seen her 
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mother present. Nin’s love was one that encouraged intimacy, rather than desperately 
destroying it, which she initially harshly judged and blamed her mother for having done. 
Wonder-ful Womb 
Nin recognised wonder as a fundamental element to creating this safe womb-space of 
engenderment. It would inform her new practise, based in passion and subjective self-birth. 
She began to emphasise the theme of wonder, which, she lamented, was too easily overcome 
by familiarity. “What kills life is the absence of mystery.”
204
 Before any acts of agency, 
wonder exists as a crucial component of Irigarayan eros.  As an affective, alternative 
experience of separation that inspires alliance, driving the experience of an intimate 
encounter, wonder is produced by the mystery of sexual difference that Nin sought after so 
relentlessly.  Previously, ideas of encountering the other were problematic as they either 
subsumed subjective freedom in attempting to represent symmetry driven by the notion of a 
previous unity, or precluded the possibility of an inter-subjective exchange by positioning the 
other as always ultimately unknowable. According to Cohoon, Irigaray’s erotic encounter 
addresses the question of Levinasian intersubjectivity,
205
 which asks “how is it possible to 
come together with the absolute other in a direct, non-appropriative relationship, a 
relationship that is unmediated but still leaves the other free?”
206
 Irigaray’s erotic relation is 
inspired by “wonder” (marvel) at embodied sexual difference. Marvel, or wonder, is thus an 
affective mode of the paradigmatic of a “paradoxical conjunction of ‘separation and 
alliance’” in a convergence of “radical otherness and autonomy” and “desire and intimacy”. 
Cohoon regards Irigaray’s erotic encounter as a model for corporeal intersubjectivity and for 
the birth and “becoming” of the subject, envisioning “eros [a]s the ‘motor’ of becoming and 
the subjects as its ‘effects.’”
207
 Thus, intersubjectivity and subjectivity are constitutively 
entwined.  
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Once Nin felt ready for transformation, and had opened to life through her encounters, 
she wrote “I walk through the streets, my mouth open to new drink.”
208
 Reflecting on 
difficulties she faces with Henry, Nin explains “What he does not know is that I must 
complete the unfulfilled portions of my life, that I must have what I have missed so far, to 
complete myself and my own story. But I cannot enjoy sexuality for its own sake, 
independent of my feelings. I am inherently faithful to the man who possesses me. Now it is a 
whole faithfulness to Henry. I tried to enjoy Hugo today, to please him, and I couldn’t. I had 
to pretend.”
209
 Several times, Nin refers to Hugo’s childlike faith and her maternal concern 
for him.
210
 In the allowance of Irigarayan eros, each subject is supremely vulnerable to the 
other. This vulnerability as a crucial element of wonder was present early on during Nin and 
Miller’s encounter, Henry observed that Nin might be the kind of woman who “does not hurt 
a man”
211
 this being the perfect illustration of Irigarayan eros where the lover does not erase 
nor efface the other. She noted Miller’s surprise at their mutual resistance against the first 
sexual encounter together: “Why did he say at one moment: ‘you’re almost as afraid of life as 
I am.’”
212
 This plays into the cyclical system of time of which Nin has become aware. In Les 
Motifs Flottants, Rainer also notes Nin’s “cyclic process of growth.”
213
 
In the tensions that continued to arise with these womb-experiments, Nin was 
beginning to recognise the need for two different, purely positive subjective positions in 
relationships. She often expressed what we might now call an Irigarayan desire for a 
relationship primarily sparked by difference. It is because of this that Nin searched for 
encounters outside of her marriage, detaching from her cousin Eduardo, and later leaving 
June. She also narrativizes this plight in The House of Incest, as a narrator trapped in the 
stifling environment of an incestuous affair with her brother. Nin pinpoints the primary 
disadvantage of her incestuous bond with Eduardo as the similarities between them. The 
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development of her relationship with polar opposite, Henry, is juxtaposed against her 
declining interactions and implied romance with Eduardo. She acknowledged that “there is 
no blood polarity between” her and her cousin.
214
 As Nin realised that too much 
understanding inhibited desire and instead fraternal love served as the basis for her 
relationship with Eduardo, she pointed out to him the distinction between this and a desirous 
attraction for an unfamiliar soul that would be more sustainable and important for a 
passionate relationship. Soon after, Nin admitted her wish to “dazzle” Allendy whilst 
concealing some part of herself and insisted, “[t]here must be something secret.”
215
 This 
expresses a similar conception of the element of wonder as the source of desire of which 
Irigaray speaks, maintaining the crucial separation. Also cautioning against familiarity, 
Allendy warned Nin:  
now comes the test of absolute maturity: passion. You have molded Hugo like a 
mother, and he is your child. He cannot arouse your passion. He knows you so 
intimately that perhaps his passion, too, will turn to another. You have gone through 
phases together, but now you will drift apart. You yourself have experienced passion 
with someone else. Tenderness, understanding, and passion are not usually linked 
together. But then, tenderness and understanding are so rare.
216
  
She laments the mundane aspects of her relationship with Hugo, as he will not even “make 
something up” that she does not know about him.
217
 She wrote: 
I have returned, by very devious roads, to Allendy’s simple statement that love 
excludes passion and passion love. The only time Hugo’s love and mine turned to 
passion was during our desperate quarrels after our return from New York, and in the 
same way June has given Henry the maximum of passion. I could give him the 
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maximum of love. But I refuse to because at the moment passion seems of greater 
value. Perhaps I am blind just now to deeper values.
218
 
Yet Nin disagreed with Allendy, believing passion to be both rare and crucial. She applied 
this theory to her dwindling relationship with Eduardo, explaining “We also want passion. 
But I can never look at you as I look at other men. You cannot have a passion for me as you 
would for a woman whose soul you don’t know.”
219
 Furthermore, this kind of rejection 
following such a long period of intimacy becomes a way for Nin to convey the indivisibility 
of separation and alliance in producing and maintaining wonder within the erotic encounter. 
Often Nin seemed amused by her own ability to initiate sensual encounters with others, but 
she often then chose to distance herself as well. 
As Nin's experiences with Henry and June ultimately sought to transcend duality, 
Henry was positioned as the violent pole of the two forces earlier mentioned – she described 
him as such soon after she made his acquaintance and later she recorded her brother and 
Eduardo discussing Henry as the “destructive” pole to her “creative” force.
220
 This was 
essential to her notion of his role with June, his violence as an integrative force, whipping her 
into “occasional wholeness” adjoining her “body and soul”.
221
 Linguistically, Nin saw 
Miller’s nature expressed through his work as violently “realist”
222
 and positioned herself and 
her writing away from his “arid” world in preference of the “poetic,”
223
 preferring love over 
anger and destruction.
224
 Later, Nin altered the roles she attributed to Henry and June, and 
claimed that Henry gifted her with life and June gave her death.
225
 She was horrified when 
she felt that they were no longer different, “I am going to Henry without joy. I am afraid of 
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that gentle Henry I am going to meet, too much like myself. I remember that from the first 
day I expected him to take the lead, in talk, in action, in all things.”
226
 She attempted to make 
sense of this and balance it by explaining: “what I realize is that his insecurity is equal to 
mine, my poor Henry. He wants as much to prove to me how beautifully he can make love, 
prove his potency, as I want to know that I arouse potency.”
227
 At this point, the symbolic 
pregnancy of their relationship was favourable to mothering. Later still, she felt an alliance 
with June, rather than a death, claiming that she and June “do not efface each other,” rather 
they “complement one another.”
228
 Finally, Nin concluded:  
I am stunned. I sense a new truth. I am not vacillating between Henry and June, 
between their contradictory versions of themselves, but between two truths I see with 
clarity. I believe in Henry’s humanness, although I am fully aware of the literary 




This indecision destabilised the concrete attribution of roles. As both Nin and Miller were in 
perpetual flux, Nin believed that there would be enough wonder to encourage their passion. 
She wrote “Last night he said, ‘I am so rich because I have you. I feel that there will always 
be a lot doing between us, that there will always be changes and novelties.’ He almost said, 
‘We’ll be connected and interested in each other beyond the connection of the moment.’”
230
 
During March, Nin recorded a meeting with Henry in which she felt apprehensive about his 
ability to be “two separate beings” and made several observations that contributed to the 
picture of a child, pale and soft with a large head, and chose to describe with words such as 
“enveloped … tenderness … harboring”,
231
 all verbs associated with pregnancy in their 
evocation of the bodily haven and womb of a mother. As Nin initially resisted Henry’s love, 
she found herself later yielding to it and again, through maternal discourse, described tasting 
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“violence with my mouth, with my womb. Crushed against the earth with the man over me, 
possessed until I want to cry out”.
232
 Again, she referred to her womb “burning”
 233
 when she 
desired Henry. She noticed his newness when he visited her, as if the rest of his life is 
effaced. This newborn “soul” was Henry with her, as a subject in the erotic encounter. She 
then chose to describe joy as a “swelling”
234
 within her, and happily recognised that he was 
the maleness that she could both submit to but allow her femaleness to expand in. This in part 
appears to illustrate the contradiction of a female artist led into reflecting the fantasy of the 
feminine, but who is also attempting to establish a space for difference in a male-dominated 
culture. The gendered encounter that results in new births for both Nin and Miller further 
demonstrates Irigaray’s theory that specificity can inspire part of the erotic encounter and 
element of wonder in which each subject can become. Nin also often chose a fluid-themed 
lexicon when referring to her experiences with Henry, adding to the blood-like rhythmic 
womb poetic
235
 and the symbolic motion or endless changing of their relationship and selves. 
Nin acknowledged her “insatiable creativity, which must concern itself with others and 
cannot be sufficient to itself.”
236
 She was left open and became woman. Irigaray’s erotic 
encounter with the other also leaves one open and fecund. Nin believes that Miller has left 
her in this state.
237




Returning to Plato’s cave, Irigaray also laments the man-made womb as a linguistic 
system of representation destined to repeat itself and subjugate the object used to maintain the 
one position. This is an erroneous misrepresentation of the formless, which is vulnerable to 
projection because of the lack of form, in other words, the womb. This also risks a removal 
from the one surrounding and enclosing it, the female. She then becomes a fixed specular 
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instrument, being that which either reinforces or repeats the masculine, not allowing the fluid 
process of identity formation to occur.
239
 The risk of such a tradition is that only what has 
already been established and represented would be seen, leaving no room for freedom, 
autonomy or other modes of being. This stagnant state would be the antithesis of wonder, 
which sparks desire and encourages Irigarayan fecundity. The allegorical cave and the 
struggle of feminine identity are expressed in Nin’s experiences with Henry and June and 
enter discursively into her work. She referred to her house in Louveciennes as a cave keeping 
her from leaping into adventures and Allendy’s “cave” of bookshelves, imagining his 
intellect and rationality as an impeding factor in his passion. All interactions in his life would 
fit necessarily into his theories and observations on typical human behaviour, particularly 
those concerning women. Allendy, knowing her flaws offers his interest. “I marvel that this 
man, who knows the worst about me, is so strongly attracted. I am his creation.”
240
 Yet Nin is 
uncomfortable with this definition of truth and returns to a belief that she must withhold other 
aspects of herself and maintain mystery. “Now I must keep secrets from Henry, and I can no 
longer confide everything to Allendy because we are man and woman with passion growing 
between us. I have lost a father! I cannot tell him I still love Henry.”
241
 Here, Nin shows a 
resistance to being the creation of man, instead hoping to create for herself. 
Touch and Transubstantiation: Sensuous Rooms  
Rooms became dominant images in Nin’s writing around the time of Henry and June. As 
previously discussed, Nin presented an interest in the function of the poetics of intimate 
spaces as images through which one can explore the movement between territories of 
women’s experience of the interior and exterior. These rooms seem to exemplify creative 
locations for the dual nature of separation and alliance in the lover’s encounter during the 
erotic exchange. The skin/flesh is a carnal and symbolic interface, perceiving simultaneously 
inner and outer environment, both allowing the liminal exchange between subjects whilst 
simultaneously maintaining their distance. Nin lexicon of the womb can be recognised and 
developed geographically as a metaphor for transmutation and transubstantiation, refusing the 
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biological tie between woman and womb as trapped in immanence and replacing this as a 
dynamic relationship with an extrinsic world. 
As Nin realised that her world could become a kind of creative and transformative 
womb, she noted that many of her relationships provided her with the same feeling of 
comfort. She noticed the “softening, relaxing influence”
242
 of the men with which she chose 
to surround herself. Nin was surprised that it was the influence of men, rather than women 
who provided her with this feeling. The softness that Nin’s men gave her could be her 
attempts to subversively create a womb out of men. The dynamic she shared with them was 
of a kind of fusion that comforted her. It wasn’t until Nin saw the risk in this absolute fusion 
that she realised the womb needed to be outside of herself and the other. In making sense of 
the world where there could be an erotic exchange between two separate subjects, Nin began 
to build aesthetic representations of the womb, often by furnishing and describing rooms 
where the sensual encounters could take place.   
Nin’s wombs became imaginative places where she could produce something new. 
Each was a kind of appropriation of what she felt was expected of her domestically, as a 
woman, but permitted her own fertile and unique exploration. She was able to represent this 
fertility through her preparation of rooms both metaphorical and literal, in anticipation of her 
new relationship with Henry. As Phil Powrie suggests, “the womb-room is less a trope for 
confinement and monstrosity, and more a sign of independence and a locus of transformation, 
usually linked with writing, a necessary extension of the prison-house of patriarchal 
language”
243
 Henry noticed Nin’s creativity regarding dwelling and observed that Nin 
understood “a home,” and he wrote her letters complimenting her way of creating and 
inhabiting, delighting in her house, declaring “this is the place where one grows, expands, 
deepens.”
244  
In his recognition of her womb-rooms as places of growth, Henry shared and 
reaffirmed Nin’s vision of place as not only spatial, but psychological. These places 
represented safe-houses for identities to emerge and be embodied. There is a clear link 
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between the material reality of the place, with its rooms and the development of those who 
inhabit it.  
The limitations of attributing a traditional role of the mother to women based on her 
biological capacities could result in the removal of authentic feeling and desire in her actions. 
This is a view not only explored by Nin, who wrote: “The transposition of the drama into a 
sphere where it can move without savages is of questionable value for the artist. It has none 
of the passion.”
245
 If the subject is metonymically bound to her gravid state her identity is 
both fixed and effaced. Rethinking the forming womb as a creative place or a potential space 
allows her to continue to move and change. Nin often explored the idea of feminine space 
and movement, claiming her own right to defy limitations.
  
Nin situated place as an important metaphor: often rooms are containers facilitating 
the encounter of two subjectivities, recalling the Irigarayan concept of corporeal boundaries 
as a site of erotic contact. Nin created another space – the dynamic womb. Working 
creatively with the inner/outer duality, Nin wrote, “What I need to keep, to hold warmly 
against my breast, are the hours in that top-floor room. Henry could not leave me.
246 
Passages 
such as this manipulate the habitation of psychological inner world (memory) and the exterior 
(her breast) constructing an image of allegorical child nursed against a mother’s breast. 
Another time she feels the magic of her own house “lulling” her.
247 
Not limited to the 
structural confines of a concrete and literal place, Henry realised through his relationship with 
Nin that the home itself could be one of the psyche and relationship, “being anchored always 
in no matter what storm, home wherever we are.”
248  
 
In her diary, Nin drew a circle surrounded by the names of many of her friends and 
noted, in out-of-character severity, that “they could die – I would not mind.” She labeled the 
center of the circle: “MY CORE” with “HENRY” then in smaller writing, “Gonzalo” and 
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 She explained: “Henry lives in the periphery – he seeks the fragments – I say 
this demands the intensity, makes for creative writing (Max, newspaper men, all kinds of 
types - ).”
250
 Another circle with many circles inside represented Miller’s world. The core 
circle contained only the word “blank” then spiraled outwards to: “Brasson, Rothman, Edgar 
all sorts and kinds of other friends of whom he says they could die and I would not care.”
251
 
“I say to Henry: I swing into your rhythm not to sit alone in the centre – as all women do – 
lamenting…”
252
 In this excerpt, Nin was transmuting the allocated area of outsider to her 
womb and entering it. The area represented a place where she could interact with Miller. 
Because Nin recognised that Miller’s core was empty, that he enjoyed brief encounters 
without placing too much intimate importance on any one person, she did not wish to be his 
sole or “core” partner. Instead of trying to encourage him to see her as his centre and finding 
herself alone, Nin moved in and out of his life in order to synchronise with his rhythm.  
The caress mediates between two subjectivities, reminding them of sensation as well 
as separation. She explained: “We sit in the kitchen exchanging these diabolical outgrowths 
of overfertile minds, which a caress will dissipate in a moment.”
253
 As Irigaray constructs a 
carnal ethics, embedded in the erotic encounter with the other, Nin also sees the interaction 
between lovers as one that can bestow each with a self-birth. She states:  
Man can never know the loneliness a woman knows. Man lies in the woman’s womb 
only to gather strength, he nourishes himself from this fusion, and then he rises and 
goes into the world, into his work, into battle, into art. He is not lonely. He is busy. 
The memory of the swim in amniotic fluid gives him energy, completion. Woman 
may be busy too, but she feels empty. Sensuality for her is not only a wave of 
pleasure in which she is bathed, and a charge of electric joy at contact with another. 
When man lies in her womb, she is fulfilled, each act of love a taking of man within 
her, an act of birth and rebirth, of child rearing and man bearing. Man lies in her 
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womb and is reborn each time anew with a desire to act, to BE. But for woman, the 
climax is not in the birth, but in the moment man rests inside of her.”
254
  
This excerpt explores the exploitation of the female body for the use of patriarchal culture. It 
bears an uncanny likeness to a passage in Irigaray’s 1982 publication, Elemental Passions, 
where she writes:  
 And would you not dig up the earth all around so that not a single root survived 
except the one from which you sprang? Except the one you produced by your 
beginning? And, when you think you have repossessed what is yours, you leave. Your 
tongue revived for a while. Having drawn up sap again from your past. But is the 
earth not arid now you have taken back what you produce when you sprouted there? 
Was it not you who made it flow with milk, blood, sap? You leave. Where you no 
longer are, there is desert. So you create your own mourning: in your absence 
everything is sterile … You come back … There you create a void … Empty waiting 
for the present of your appearance.
255
  
By comparing the two excerpts, it is evident that both Nin and Irigaray feel that there is a 
void both filled by man, but also created by him. They both illustrate the insufficiency of a 
culture built on the use of women as homes. A potential movement away from the 
representation of women as homes for men would be to promote the sharing of space 
between two, and this could only occur through a feminine expression of her own space. 
Cohoon writes that the elementary gesture of Irigarayan eros is a non-appropriative caress. 
This is what differentiates it from Levinas’ caress that renders the feminine passive and 
masculine active, as the feminine/mother is not included in his picture of transcendent 
futurity, which focuses on the father’s lineage 
256
 and therefore the denies corporeal 
reciprocity (intercorporeality) in the encounter between two, and also doesn’t account for the 
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mother and the possible result of a daughter.
257
 Touch breaks through initial barriers of 
traditional gender identities and notions of subjectivity as fixed. It allows them to break 
through and be called back to their skin, renewing the openness to each other through their 
bodies. This allows for porosity which, according to Irigaray, is only awakened through 
sexual difference.
258
 Nin and Miller’s relationship can be read in this way, as they worked to 
establish a sexual and intellectual exchange. There are scholars who see this exchange as 
paradigmatic of conception, and indeed this works as a metaphor for the relationship that was 
fecund, and was also taking place when Nin first fell pregnant.
259
 Nin subverted the typical 
feminine attribution to the maternal, instead describing Henry’s act of love as womb-like and 
creative, he the sculptor, holding her in his arms.
260
 Yet, also in the same entry she swiftly 
reversed the roles again, positioning Henry as a child, crawling, naked and defenceless 
looking over her jewellery and arousing her tenderness. Nin embraced the duality born of her 
love with Henry that each engendered the other and found themselves more in this difference. 
She writes of the struggle each at opposite poles and how they would both be stronger for it. 




 In another example of the erotic exchange drawing Nin out from herself she noted, 
“The length of his letters, twenty and thirty pages, is symbolical of his bigness. His torrent 
lashes me. I desire to be only a woman. Not to write books, to face the world directly, but to 
live by literary blood transfusion. To stand behind Henry, feeding him. To rest from self-
assertion and creation. Mountaineers.”
262
  “His book swells up inside of me like my very 
own.”
263
 The intensity that built in her relationship with Henry coincided with her search for 
a writing that expressed a gendered difference. Nin realised that the ‘blood transfusion’ 
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between herself and Henry in their intimate encounters allowed her to be free from her own 
selfish pursuits, to lose herself temporarily in him. Further dismantling and challenging the 
typical role assigned to woman as nurturer, as well as providing the ‘return to self’ crucial in 
the Irigarayan encounter, Nin noticed the power Henry helped her find and cultivate in 
herself, choosing the word ‘nurtured’ to describe his contribution to her strengthening of self. 
She added that, “he must protect me now by the deftness of his analysis and the strength of 
his arms and his mouth”.
264
 In this way, she is illustrating how each can encourage the birth 
or emergence of the other. 
Nin wrote about the experience of bodily transgression when writing about June 
Miller as Sabina in A House of Incest. 
When I saw you, Sabina, I chose my body. I will let you carry me into the fecundity 
of destruction. I choose a body then, a face, a voice. I become you. And you become 
me. Silence the sensational course of your body and you will see in me, intact, your 
own fears, your own pities. You will see love which was excluded from the passions 
given you, and I will see the passions excluded from love. Step out of your role and 




She seeks to reconcile the tension between passion and love by choosing both in a dialectic 
meeting with June where both women lose themselves to the other and assimilate those parts 
into their own desires. In the line, “[h]e has sucked my life into his body as I have sucked his. 
This is the apotheosis of my life,”
266
 Nin expressed the sensual transference between herself 
and Henry. June often shared the role of destroyer with Henry, though Nin observed that it is 
in her destruction that June creates herself anew, that this is how she “plunge[d] into 
invention.”
267
 She embraces this side of June, vowing to speak about June’s chaotic character 
in “all the deftness and circumlocution known to woman. Nin spoke about a new language in 
which to expose the depth and essence of June, that which is circular and suited to the 
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feminine. Finally, signifying June as infantile and mind-less, Nin declared that she would 
“stand before this great child” and “give up her mind”.
268 
 
As Nin wrestled with fantasies of fusion, she often saw Miller as her counter-part, 
even though he didn’t always comply with this fantasy. Nin explained that just as Miller 
wanted to “leave a scar” on the world” she also wanted to “leave a feminine scar.”
269
 Miller 
later agreed that they “fit together like hand and glove.”
270
 However, Nin noticed that 
“interpenetration, harmony, confidence, now brought on his usual perverse craving for 
discord.”
271
 This again highlights the temporary fantasy of fusion, interrupted by the violence 
of Miller’s individual acts. Nin explained: “I receive my true love, Henry, with great joy, and 
ardent commingling. How we flash! And then I realize I can only love fully when I have 
confidence. I am sure of Henry’s love, and so I abandon myself.”
272
 It took Nin’s careful 
contemplation on the dynamic between herself and Miller to come to the knowledge that she 
must not use another to counterbalance herself, or to lose him to her fantasy of him. She 
wrote of Miller’s “unscrupulousness” as a counter-balance to her own “scruples,” but 
acknowledged Allendy’s advice to her that “balance is not to be sought by association with 
others; it must exist within one’s self.”
273
  Comparing Miller to Allendy, Nin wrote that the 
“side of me which Allendy discards, the disturbed, dangerous, erotic side, is precisely the side 
Henry seizes and responds to, the one he fulfils and expands”.
274
 This side of her she was yet 
to equate with her mother or her maternal characteristics, but it was in response to Miller, 
who she felt was her child, even dreaming about “carrying his head in [her] womb.”
275
 
Temporarily, Nin desired “children –a human creation”
276
 but soon approached her 
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relationship with Henry as an alternative human creation that could replace a biological one. 
Despite the painful realisation that Henry was using her ideas to write about June, and that 
she “nourished his conception” and fed his book,
277
 Nin resolved “to write as a woman and as 
a woman only.” She found that, in doing this, she “still felt rich.”
278
 The following quote 
suggests that they have both fed each other but return to themselves, strong: “Our work is 
interrelated, interdependent, married. My work is the wife of his work.”
279
 She added:  
What I have found in Henry is unique; it cannot be repeated. But there are other 
experiences to be had. Yet, tonight I was planning how to improve his latest book, 
how to fortify him, reassure him. But he has also fortified me, so that I now feel 
strength enough to do without him, if I must. I am not the slave of a childhood curse. 
The myth that I have sought to relive the tragedy of my childhood is now annihilated. 
I want a complete and equal love.
280
  
Nin explicitly separated herself from the Oedipal dynamic here, perceiving her relationship 
with Henry to be rich and generative. Affirming this, she wrote: “An afternoon with Henry. 
He begins by telling me that our conversation the other night was the deepest and closest we 
have had, that it has changed him, given him strength.”
281
 She noted that never again would 
there be such a dynamic polarity: “When Henry and I are lying in each other’s arms, all 
games cease, and for the moment we find our basic wholeness. When we take up our work 
again, we instil our imagination into our lives. We believe in living not only as human beings 
but as creators, adventurers.”
282
 So through the shared room where Nin and Miller co-
mingled, there was creative fecundity. Transubstantiation in Irigaray’s exploration of the 
subjective interchange does not necessitate complete integration.
283
 So Nin’s womb-
explorations with Miller might have been in part a projection of fantasy, but using this unique 
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metaphor, one can consider Nin’s demonstration of a poetics to express the link between the 
psychological and the carnal. Through them, Nin could commune with another. This is also 
demonstrated in her confessions of her childhood experience of Communion. Nin explained 
her preoccupation with the “state” of the “room” she offered to Christ, imagining that he 
could at once tell if it was “clear, empty, luminous, or cluttered, dark chaotic.”
284
 This 
introduces Nin’s many metaphoric representations of rooms, cities and landscapes as 
potential places for transformative inner work. 
Nin also worked towards the importance of allowing Hugo to embrace his own nature 
whilst she explored her own. She worked to develop a new understanding of the womb of 
love as enveloping but not trapping or stifling. When Nin lied to Hugo, she justified it as 
“preserving” their love because she was allowing other parts of herself to emerge and 
fulfilling desires in order to “live” so that she could return to him a “whole woman”. She 
added that “Our love lives because I live. I sustain and feed it. I am loyal to it in my own 
way, which cannot be his way.”
285
 The two important points of this are Nin’s conception of 
love which is quite maternal, and could be equated with alliance in her choice of words such 
as “sustain” and “feed” as well as the dual importance of creating her own distinct approach 
to loving, characterised by separation or individual subjective becoming. Furthermore, she 
also later refers to the dual liberation between herself and Henry as a “mutual generosity.”
286
 
Nin’s reflections on their dynamic represented their literary imaginations as a perfect 
symbiosis. She wrote: “He is lying in bed, body arched against my back, his arm around my 
breast. And in the circumference of my solitude I know I have found a moment of absolute 
love. His greatness fills the wounds and closes them, silences the desires. He is asleep. How I 
love him! I feel like a river that has overflowed.”
287
 Discarding her artificial role-playing, she 
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Nin’s support and love had a protective and nourishing quality that allowed and 
encouraged June to become herself. Nin noted that “in the obvious and enveloping warmth” 
of her admiration, June seemed to “expand…” and “seems at once destructive and helpless” 
as Nin wished to protect her.  Later in her journal, Nin wrote about Hugo’s judgment that 
June is the “empty box” whereas Nin is the “full box” illuminating her exterior and important 
and beautiful as well as the emptiness that is inspiring and can be filled with their imaginings. 
This discussion subverts the idea of space within being negative and instead revalues exterior 
aesthetic and interior capacity.
289
  
Nin wrote pages of revelry about her relationship with Henry, making use of nouns 
such as “blood” repetitively. At one point she explicitly described the open and closing womb 
encounter: “Driving in a spiral. The core touched. The womb sucks, back and forth, open, 
closed ... Ahh the rupture—a blood cell burst with joy.”
290
 This conjures up an earlier entry 
when Nin recorded a sexual dream featuring June, in which June exposed her vagina and the 
lips opened and closed like a fish, but Nin felt disgust until June presented a small penis. 
Blood, often paired with references to the womb such as the noun itself or those akin to 
swelling and fullness become prevalent motifs in her descriptions of erotic encounters with 
Henry and the rooms they inhabit.”
291
 Nin described Henry’s bedroom as both the 
personification of him and filled with the “incandescence” he also “poured” into her, her 
womb burning, and his caress not only touching but penetrating. The blood and pouring and 
womb of their love became a symbol for the engendering and “transfigurative”
292
 experience 
of each other. As Irigaray notes, the caress awakens and creates a place for lovers to 
experience each other together. This idea is evident in her depiction of this room, a heaving 
space of fluid and interaction.
293
 Here, she “revolves” around Henry who has become the 
“axis” of her world. She takes on the encapsulating metaphor, moving around him as his 
room and his love does the same for her. She finds the “most primitive basis” of herself and 
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describes the climax of ecstasy as “gushing from ... [her] ... womb like honey.”
294
 In these 
experiments with Miller, Nin has re-worked the potential space that a mother is expected to 
provide for her child.
295
 The role of accommodation is no longer her sole duty, but one that 
Miller shares, allowing her to move and grow as well. 
The sensuality of a space seems to offer the fostering effect of safety and wonder 
required for these experiments to take place. Nin often refers to the sensuous effects of 
different rooms: “A hotel room, for me, has an implication of voluptuousness, furtive, short 
lived.”
296
 “At the Hotel Anjou we lie like lesbians, sucking. Again, hours and hours of 
voluptuousness. The hotel sign, in red lights, shines into the room. The warmth heaves in.”
297 
In The Journal, Nin recalls how Fraenkel, a friend of Miller’s, responds to her house, 
“Fraenkel loved my home, the idea of a house, a home as a pivot, a base, a hub. Henry, the 
vagabond, was amazed at Fraenkel’s assertion that this was necessary to creation, that rolling 
and drifting prevented growth, that this was the way to grow, expand.”
298
 Fraenkel has 
noticed Nin’s deliberate effort to create a place that is necessarily outside of the individual, 
that this space is where people can be incorporated into a creative world. These sensual 
rooms move the responsibility of providing a maternal space away of the mother’s body, and 
into an external environment. 
As she allowed herself these transformative spaces, Nin metaphorically pirouetted, in 
an expansion of identity. She created an encompassing space around herself in which to move 
freely. She was suddenly able to offer more love to others as a result of her expansion despite 
the deception of adultery. Nin was able to offer an authentic, exuberant enthusiasm in her 
relationships because of her infidelity.
299
 As Nin referred to her “dilated body”
300
 she 
described a mandala, which is an ancient sign for woman and the womb. She invited her 
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husband to come into it and taste, reminding him that she “carries life.”
301
 Speaking of the 
extension of herself into spheres she should renounce, admitting a wish to flee from herself, 
she finally realised that she was not “deforming” her “true nature”, rather “manifesting” her 
innate sensuality.
302
 Initially, maternity and sexuality were one in the same for Nin. Wishing 
to preserve her happiness, she wrote: “What can I do with my happiness? How can I keep it, 
conceal it, bury it where I may never lose it? I want to kneel as it falls over me like rain, 
gather it up with lace and silk, and press it over myself again.”
303
  
Irigaray’s erotic relation notes that “as two lovers come together, they become 
together.”
304
 Nin discovered the transformative effect of erotic encounter as she delights in 
self-actualisation through her relationship with Miller:  
And when he is here, Louveciennes is rich for me, alive. My body and mind vibrate 
continuously. I am not only more woman, but more writer, more thinker, more reader, 
more everything. My love for him creates an ambiance in which he is resplendent … 
How extraordinarily our thinking leaps along with opposition of themes, contrasts, 
and fundamental accord. Our work is interrelated, interdependent, married.
305   
Secondly, she writes: “There will never be darkness because in both of us there is always 
movement, renewal, surprises. I have never known stagnation. Not even introspection has 
been a still experience.”
306
 In addition, the couple’s mutual expansion was displayed when 
she wrote:  
 He sits on the edge of my bed and looks transfigured. The scattered man, easily 
swayed, now collects himself to talk about his book. At this moment he is a big man. I 
sit and marvel at him. A moment before, flushed by drink, he was scattering his 
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riches. The moment he crystallizes is beautiful to watch. I was slow in tuning myself 
to his mood. I could have fucked all afternoon. But then I also loved our transition 
into big talk. Our talks are wonderful, interplays, not duels but swift illuminations of 
one another. I can make his tentative thoughts click. He enlarges mine. I fire him. He 
makes me flow. There is always movement between us.
307
  
She wrote that she felt an hour with Henry contained five of the rest of her life, and she 
swallowed his laughter like bread and wine. She added that “instead of cursing, he is 
sprouting, covering all of the spaces he missed ...”
308
 This concern for Miller was something 
that overrode her feelings for June. Nin was apparently afraid for Henry, asking “What will 
June do to him?—my love, Henry, whom I filled with strength and self-knowledge; my child, 
my creation, soft and yielding in women’s hands.”
309
 It would appear that Nin’s power as a 
maternal figure is established, here: “While I tell her I love her I am thinking of how I can 
save Henry, the child, no longer the lover to me, because his feebleness has made him a 
child.”
310
 Yet the maternal feeling is, ultimately, something that relates to both Henry and 
June: “I feel protective about both Henry and June. I feed them, work for them, sacrifice for 
them. I also must give life to them, because they destroy each other.”
311
 In short, Nin’s 





She heard the sound of water. “There must be a trip one can take and come back again 
changed forever. There must be many ways of beginning life anew if one had made a 
bad beginning. No, I do not want to begin again. I want to stay away from all I have 
seen so far. I know that it is no good, that I am no good, that there is a gigantic error 
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somewhere. I am tired of struggling to find a philosophy which will fit me and my 
world. I want to find a world which fits me and my philosophy. Certainly on this boat 




Nin’s wombs were also often locations, such as the rooms that she would decorate and use to 
encourage encounters with others. These rooms also reflected her inner world, and her hopes 
to use this to express intimacy with those outside of herself. The quintessential examples of 
Nin’s womb-rooms were in the two houseboats that she rented during her lifetime. She even 
wrote about them in a short story titled the same as her early collection of fiction A Waste of 
Timelessness and Other Stories and in a story titled “Houseboat” in Under a Glass Bell. 
Whilst Richard-Allerdyce sees these houseboats as exemplary of the themes of exile in Nin’s 
work, they are also representative of the transference of the womb to other locations, and 
anticipate Nin’s later theories about following the feminine flow of blood to conduct her 
relationships.  
The story “Houseboat” takes an alternative route to the father-fantasy, by instead 
following the flow of the maternal. Nin wrote about rebellious people who would surround 
the water because they did not fit into the “crowd life” so they would instead throw their 
newspapers into the water as a kind of “prayer: to be carried, lifted, borne down, without 
feeling the hard bone of pain in man, lodged in his skeleton, but only the pulse of flowing 
blood.”
314
 As Richard-Allerdyce has acknowledged, the narrator is able to witness in these 
people what might be unrealistic expectation on her behalf: the desire to avoid their societal 
positions by moving without pain and trauma.
315
 However, this symbolic worship of the flow 
of blood also shows Nin’s hope to follow the maternal rhythm to a new place, leaving behind 
a way of life that might dictate gender roles and her own creative freedom. 
                                                 
313
 Nin, Waste of Timelessness and Other Early Stories, 4. 
 
314
 Nin, “Houseboat,” Under A Glass Bell, 12. 
 
315





Anaϊs Nin worked through her position of daughter by first rebelling against the mothering 
she had received, and resisting a repetition of the role that her mother, and the church 
represented. Her rebellion against traditional and conservative motherhood was to first 
reclaim her own womb, and work to establish a metaphorical womb that was outside of both 
her biological mother, and outside of herself. Despite being outside of herself, it would be a 
space that was very much a part of her, reflecting her inner psyche and her potent dreams. 
Nin established a technique she called writing of the womb; a creative practise that 
would allow her to take the space to redefine herself and her surroundings. It would allow her 
to combat the traditional representation of wombs, and establish her own liberation. Nin’s 
writing performed a difficult yet valuable account of an Irigarayan fecund encounter. She 
disrupted traditional notions of the force between lovers in a premonitory exploration of a 
feminine truth which was built on a conjunction that acknowledged and enforced distance 
whilst simultaneously encouraging intimacy. Just as Cohoon has ordered Irigaray’s work into 
a number of erotic zones, Nin’s writing can be followed in terms of three modes of “being the 
womb”: wonder, touch and transgression.  
Nin placed a strong emphasis on her intuition and she only later studied 
psychoanalysis in order to ascertain the accuracy of these instinctive feelings. So whilst Nin’s 
very early re-imaginings of the womb were partially unconscious in the sense that they were 
based on her feelings and senses rather than some form of explicit reasoning at first, they 
were also still very deliberate strategies of expansion, helping her to move away from 
conventional notions of motherhood. Nin explored reinventions of what it was to possess, be, 
and generate from the womb. These were certainly purposeful moves, as even though she had 
no obvious theoretical explanation at this time, her explorations and images of the womb are 
ubiquitous. Nin’s project wasn’t limited to a fantasy of self-birth, because she was doing 
much more than merely establishing a space between herself and her mother. She was instead 
moving away from restrictive notions of the womb that would risk leaving the maternal 
position as the selfless nurturer, when the womb could in fact be dynamic, and representative 
of new forms of maternity that were flexible and powerful. Instead of simply rejecting her 
own maternal womb outright and indulging in replacing her mother by self-birthing, (though 




motherhood and thus persisted in reworking and embracing the womb for herself, in an 
understanding that she needed to develop new understanding of motherhood as a precondition 
to herself, or even her mother, being able to inhabit the maternal position positively. In that 
way, she created potential worlds that did not yet exist, that she and others could flourish 
within. These images of the womb frequently reflect a strong relation to and value for her 
mother. 
For Nin, the significance of the maternal subject was still located in relationship to a 
male. This might be her failing, in that while she attempted to begin a discourse to retrieve 
and revalue the maternal, she was heavily influenced by her attachments to her father, lovers 
and psychoanalysts. These all allowed her attention to wander away from her mother. 
However, in pursuing autonomy, and claiming sovereignty over her own subjectivity, it is 
clear that Nin felt that she had to discard the risk of assuming the role that she saw her own 
mother take. She showed much ambivalence toward the idea of being a mother, at once 
resentful toward her mother, and yet re-embracing the womb of her own making.  
Creating the exterior womb, for Nin, was the first move necessary to establishing an 
alternative space for her own self-identity. This space allowed her to rebel against what she 
felt had limited her own mother’s self-expression and ability to care for others in a fecund 
manner. Although she had not attempted her own mothering, yet, she was able to make a 






From Form to Content: The Deceptive Method 
Writing alone is not enough. I have to use my body.
316
 
I walked pinned to a spider web of fantasies spun during the night, obstinately 
followed during the day. This spider web was broken by a foghorn, and by the 
chiming of the hours. I found myself traversing gangways, moats, gangplanks while 
still tied to the heaving, straining cord of a departing ship. I was suspended between 
earth and the sea, between earth and planets. Traversing them in haste, with anguish 
for the shadow left behind, the foot’s imprint, the echo. All cords easily untied but the 
one binding me to what I loved.
317
 
The morning I got up to begin this book I coughed. Something was coming out of my 
throat: it was strangling me. I broke the thread which held it and yanked it out. I went 
back to bed and said: I have just spat out my heart.
318
 
These three excerpts demonstrate Anaϊs Nin’s trajectory of identity formation in relation to 
her body, her family, her gender, and her creative voice. This chapter uses the period of 
gestation and, in particular, the symbol of the umbilical cord, to describe the idea of relations 
with others as intrinsic to Nin’s work. This metaphor will then be traced through the chapter 
to see what kind of understanding of relations might be recognised in Nin’s work. Though 
they were written during vastly different periods in Anaϊs Nin’s life, between 1937 and 1944, 
when these themes are unified, they are illustrative of Nin’s work towards expressing her 
subjective identity as a new kind of mother. The first extract is from Nearer the Moon, Nin’s 
journal from 1937-1939. The second is taken from Under a Glass Bell, a collection of Nin’s 
short fiction published in 1944, and the third is from The House of Incest, published in 1936 
as Nin’s first work of fiction. The opening of The House of Incest establishes the central 
                                                 
316
 Nin, Nearer the Moon, 133.  
 
317 
Nin, “The Labyrinth” in Under a Glass Bell, 65. 
 
318 





themes of much of Anaϊs Nin’s life work. In spitting “out [her] heart,”
319
 Nin was referring to 
the tension between those she cared about and her development of self. She refused to 
succumb to the traditional and systematic silencing of women, and instead she offered her 
voice through literature. The long prose poem titled House of Incest explores the difficult 
plight of a daughter, a potential mother, and a subject in relation to others. The novel largely 
addresses the difficulties of metaphorical incest, which Nin used to display the subconscious 
love of the self in others, and difficult intersubjective connections. Throughout her work, Nin 
frequently presents the problem of the individual as both separate to yet fundamentally part of 
other characters’ lived experience. The maternal subject is physically connected to another, 
so there is an implied connection through that umbilical cord, however, there can be space, 
mediated by the placenta, too. Nin first explored these concepts in The House of Incest, where 
she cautioned the danger of attempting absolute fusion with another. It was written by Nin at 
a time where she was undergoing analysis with Dr Otto Rank, a famous student of Sigmund 
Freud’s. As noted by Richard-Allerdyce:  
the work contains material Nin channel[l]ed from her diary, where she wrote of her 
resistance to writing about her father … [and] in its treatment of unresolved sexual 
attachments between kin and between two women, whose identities become 
enmeshed in the narrator’s fantasies of identificatory fusion, the prose poem speaks to 
the effects of both psychological and actual incest, portraying subjects trapped by 
their inability to move beyond destructive family myths and patterns.
320
  
In order to move out of the womb of a false sense of identificatory fusion, Nin had to trace 
back the thread to its origin. The thread that Nin breaks can be compared to the game of fort-
da as explained by Luce Irigaray. Irigaray re-reads the fort-da game originally observed by 
Freud in The Pleasure Principle in 1920. Freud watched as his grandson symbolically threw 
away a toy, then retrieved it again, and postulated that the game was a way for the boy to 
master his desire for the mother by re-enacting her disappearance and reappearance.
321
 
Irigaray interprets the game as a prototype for a culture of symbolic matricide, reproduced in 
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order to construct the male subject throughout Western civilisation.
322
 In this game, Irigaray 
believes that the son fantasises about controlling his mother and pretending that the cord has 
not been cut, as explained by Anne-Claire Mulder:  
At his beck and call, held by a string. In his game he is driven by his desire to return 
to this pre-natal phase, denying the reality of his birth, forgetting the reality that the 
umbilical cord has been cut, by seeking, constructing, creating all kinds of substitutes, 
replacements, dwelling-places, houses, to wrap himself in, to fold them around 
himself; envelopes which will belong to him.
323
  
If Nin similarly felt that a mother’s relationship to her offspring was part of a binding role, 
and particularly as she had read Freud and was seeing Otto Rank by then, by symbolically 
spitting out her heart and the string that was choking her, she was rejecting the symbolic tie in 
preparation for establishing her own sovereignty. Spitting out her heart along with the string 
also highlights the conflict inherent in Nin’s decision to exercise her rights of bodily and 
psychic autonomy whilst so deeply tied to her relationships. This work recognises the 
umbilical cord as the symbolic tie of oppressive male fantasy, and challenges it. 
The route to Nin’s self-birth was fluid, and fraught with her own familial experiences 
as reminders of competing and alternative identities. Nin’s family operated as the first 
influential site for an understanding of a blood experience, in that they were her biological 
blood-ties, and with them, her inner and the outer selves were equally at stake. As Richard-
Allerdyce argues, Nin struggled for much of her life to understand and reinvent these familial 
relations. However, Richard-Allerdyce doesn’t investigate the manner in which all of Nin’s 
work bears traces of her distinctly difficult relationship to her own mother whilst attempting 
to establish a distinct sense of maternity for herself. The familial structure is based on an 
imagined arrangement that has been culturally inherited and is reproduced in the social lives 
of individuals.
324
 The “spider web of fantasies”
325
 that Nin referred to as both creative and 
trap-like could be interpreted as the tension between her own dreams and the expectations of 
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conventional familial structures that she felt obliged to follow, as well as those that were 
already built into her psyche. These were the ties to her mother’s umbilical strings. The social 
arrangements that dictated her role as daughter, wife, and potential mother were fantasies that 
did not always suit her, yet she felt bound to them through love. Nin was inextricably 
connected to this familial structure, as intimacy and loyalty emotionally tied her to these 
primary relationships. However, Nin recognised that these early identifications also limited 
her movement and her imaginative world. The rich imagery of Nin spinning and traversing a 
spider web was symbolic of the fragile interlacing layers of identity and the influences of 
boundary and fluid permeability. The web represented the limiting structures that she felt 
obligated to “follow during the day”
326
 and yet offered her the material and creative potential 
with which to work toward her “fantasies spun during the night.”
327
 Instead of being carried 
off by the “departing ship,”
328
 Nin saw the potential in these blood alliances, by first exposing 
them as psychic structures that were not always fitting, then preparing for a kind of deceptive 
subversion that would let them lead as currents of transformation. These currents would allow 
her to move toward creative freedom. By using her body, Nin could pervert the roles that 
seemed limiting, and enable change and creation. Her writing and performances could allow 
her a kind of creative disjuncture from familial roles. Nin was able to traverse these roles, and 
the dense imagery and metaphorical interpretation of a spider’s web illustrate the paradoxical 
disconnection and envelopment that she explored. Indeed, the metaphorical complexity of a 
spider’s web can be usefully compared with Nin’s later use of the umbilical cord, because it 
also works on a figurative and imaginative level. Like the fine mesh of a web that both 
captures and expands, an umbilical cord highlights the issue of dual connectedness that can 
both limit and offer potential expansion, and which is crucial to the flow of blood. 
Nin’s desire for a passionate “blood experience”
329
 is also tied to her heightened sense 
of the importance of physicality. Nin often employed a figurative umbilical cord as she 
explored a theoretical and literary development of what she deemed to be feminine in a fleshy 
and subjective poetic style of writing. As she still did not wish to be a mother in the literal 
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sense, Nin continued to use the reproductive discourse to both resist conventional 
motherhood, and embrace its potential for creative and intersubjective relationships. She 
established two kinds of umbilical cords in her work, each representative of a kind of 
paradox. The first was used to illustrate the restrictions or bindings of responsibility tied to 
her sense of identity and relationship to others, and the second emphasised a creative 
dynamic of intersubjective flow. Through the figurative umbilical cord, Nin ultimately 
attempted to re-work and re-embody a maternal narrative that would generate creativity and 
nourish individuals in erotic encounters with each other. This involved an effort to move 
toward what Irigaray describes as “a placental economy,”
330
 where alterity and inter-
subjectivity might both be respected through the mediation of a symbolic placenta. Nin had 
already established the space for an alternative encounter, not limited to her biological 
potential but based on her abstract notion of the exterior womb. After this, she needed to fill 
the form with content. This meant exploring her embodied subjectivity in relation to others, 
revisiting the family unit as a construction and finding her place in it, or reworking it. Instead 
of accepting popular theories (such as the psychoanalytic) of the family psycho-drama, Nin 
was daringly experimental, moving beyond theory into embodied practise. She tested out 
theories by enacting them, and found many of them ultimately unsatisfactory. This 
necessarily meant navigating and re-figuring familial roles. 
Somewhat ironically, Nin ambitiously rethought and re-framed traditional roles and a 
biological-based distribution of labour from within one of the most prescribed models of 
cultural discourses, that of motherhood. Nin wished to resist the traditional fate of the female 
as life-giver, as she believed that maternity was frequently detrimental to the women 
involved. Nin knew that women would often suffer socially, emotionally, and economically 
as a result of becoming a mother. She had witnessed her own mother, Rosa, suffer financially 
and creatively due to her maternal sacrifices and the betrayal of her husband. Contrary to 
some readings of Nin that focus on both her conscious and explicitly expressed efforts, Nin 
didn’t then only model her identity on her father. Rather, her knowledge and memories of her 
mother’s sacrifices and strengths seemed to inform Nin’s approach to creative, yet 
relationship-focused action. When a young Miss Nin witnessed her mother’s ingenuity in 
making plans for a business to support the family, she observed that “Maman certainly was 
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more than a man at that moment, for joining energy and kindness, courage and beauty, 
strength and gentleness, she was more than a man in conceiving an idea that would feed her 
children. She was a guardian angel, an incomparable woman.”
331
 Nin can therefore be seen to 
return to the issue of biological determinism in order to reconceive it in terms of nourishing 
and empowering the active female participant. This recognises strength in feminine traits, 
rather than just those of the hyper-masculine or violent. In considering, and resisting her life-
giving “instincts”
332
 and how they might be liberated from the body without utter rejection of 
the all-important bodily experience, Nin observed that, “although instincts may not at the 
moment be pure they may be transformed into wisdom. It is the transformation which is 
important … It would be a triumph to overcome futile instincts with the instinct of 
creation.”
333
 Though Nin’s judgement of the desire to mother (or what might be contentiously 
called the mothering instinct) as a “futile instinct”
334
 isn’t generous or even accurate, it is 
evidence of Nin’s struggle to establish an alternative that would allow her to resist the 
difficult aspects of her mother’s legacy whilst simultaneously embracing the care and wisdom 
that she strongly desired. Nin was working to re-conceive, and thus re-value these instincts, 
by exposing their alternative creative potential. 
Nin’s description of her maternal instincts as impure
335
 represented some of the wider 
social stigmas of motherhood. Nin’s sense of discomfort regarding maternity may be traced 
to her previously strong relationship to Catholic morality, and Freudian conceptions of the 
basic psychological instincts as uncivilised, as discussed in The Ego and the Id.
336
 
Furthermore, Nin struggled with her desire to protect, help, and encourage those she cared 
about, but also her impulsive emotions and feelings of uncontrollable jealousy. She believed 
that these were traits that made her own mother overbearing and she worked furiously to 
deny them in herself. These instincts, and Nin’s treatment of them as difficult aspects of the 
unconscious, are often present in her work from the period of time when she last shared a 
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house with her mother. For example, in Henry & June, Nin described her jealousy over 
Henry’s responses to June by comparing her feelings to “howling … jungle animals” and 
fearing that she was “sinking away from all wisdom and all understanding.”
337
 She tied the 
idea of uncontrollable emotional instincts to the bestial, and often used these descriptions 
alongside descriptions of webs. Nin’s initial aversion to an unconscious perpetuation of her 
perceived negative characteristics of motherhood is often apparent in scathing descriptions of 
her mother. For example, “mother the spider, voracious, bestial, not voluptuous, naturalistic, 
unromantic. Destroyer of illusion.”
338
 One may suggest that this unfavourable description is 
Nin’s attempt to distance herself from Rosa’s overbearing qualities, whilst simultaneously 
recognising them in herself. She was still related to, and in some senses, umbilically tied to 
her mother. 
In an effort to understand and use those “instincts” productively, Nin’s inward 
contemplations filled her lengthy and dedicated diary-writing sessions. These sessions also 
gave her a way to re-enter the experiences, and to re-mythologise her autobiography. Nin 
seemed to agree that there were limitations to physical experience and sensation, as she found 
solace in writing, above all else. But her creative theory would encompass the exploration of 
these embodied instincts with understanding, in order to transform them. For Nin, articulating 
her creative practise as gendered would allow her to offer something distinct. Nin could 
acknowledge her difference, and thus emphasise the importance of something new that did 
not comply with the artistic works that she saw around her. Richard-Allerdyce also 
recognises the distinctive gendered approach Nin takes to establish her individual writing 
practise, explaining that, “[l]ater she would recognise the limits of dichotomous opposition, 
but at this point at least, this formulation enable[d] her to assert the voice that [had] often 
been repressed.”
339
 However, until October 1931, Nin had yet to live out her aesthetic 
theories in practice.  
The third volume of Nin’s Early Diary covers the years from 1923 to 1927, and is 
subtitled “Journal d’une Épouse” (“The Diary of a Wife”). Whilst exploring her new role as 
wife to her husband, Hugo Guiler, Nin initially continued in her childish and puritanical 
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notion of wifely devotion. However, in the fourth volume of her Early Diary, beginning in 
1927 through to the end of 1932, and in the diaries that were later published as Henry and 
June, Nin battled with conventional notions of the family unit and structure of two parents 
with children, and their apparent contradiction with her artistic aspirations. This was the 
period of time that she was exploring the possible movement and fluidity between familial 
roles. As a wife, she had taken a new and significant position within the nuclear family. 
Interestingly, at this time, Nin repeatedly employed the poetic trope of an umbilical cord.  
On one level, the umbilical seemed to represent the way that familial relationships 
tied Nin’s inner sense of self and her imaginative world to a perilous and uncontrollable 
exterior social world. In her collection of essays, In Favour of the Sensitive Man, Nin 
explained the requirement for both connection and inner space, or agency: 
To create another life … was not breaking away or separating. It is striking that for 
woman any break or separation carries with it an aura of loss, as if the symbolic 




Here, the umbilical cord represents a paradox; the emotional connection to others, yet a bind 
or restriction on women’s agency. The cord is a deep and demanding connection, forcing a 
woman to remain tied to her inter-personal relationships, often to the detriment of her 
development as an individual. This is the case in both biological connections (those of the 
immediate family) and the way that they are then transferred as models for relationships later 
on in life, in non-consanguine relationships. Nin, like the psychoanalysts that she studied, 
considered that the ‘umbilical’ connections between family members could be reimagined, so 
that bonds were retained, but individuals could also separately develop. This would offer the 
potential for new, non-conventional forms of kinship to emerge. 
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The “Inevitable Power of the Body”: “Leapings of sensuousness”
341
 
Does one come to France to learn the power, the inevitable power of the body? I have 
leapings of sensuousness entirely separate from myself, from my dreams, my soul, my 
feelings. There are moments when I do not belong to myself.
342
  
The importance of understanding the materiality of women’s bodies in relation to others is 
one that Nin would confront early on in her marriage. The Nin-Guiler relocation to France 
was marked with new forms of sensuality. In December, 1924, following the finalisation of 
her parents’ divorce in which Nin played a diplomat,
343
 she and Hugo had moved to Paris, 
along with her mother, Rosa, and two brothers, Joaquin and Thorvald. Soon after, Thorvald 
returned to Havana, as he was so troubled by the tension between his parents. Thorvald and 
Anaϊs rarely spoke thereafter, aside from three bitter encounters, each highlighting 
Thorvald’s disapproval regarding Nin’s lifestyle and filial “duplicity.”
344
 It was two years 
into Nin’s marriage with Hugo, and she was not yet comfortable with the open sexuality that 
she witnessed in France during that time. 
Nin was still connected to her mother in a kind of umbilical loyalty. There was a 
tension between her mother’s representation of wifely duty and her husband Hugo’s differing 
desires. As indicated earlier, Nin wrestled for years with conflicting ideals. On the one hand, 
she strove to be a (somewhat puritanical) good wife who would take care of her husband, 
Hugo’s, needs. She was expected to nourish him, and offer herself as the kind of wife that her 
mother taught her to be. As a younger woman, Nin had worshipped these qualities in Rosa, 
but never felt herself to be capable of them. However, Nin found that Hugo’s sexual nature 
conflicted with the images of purity that she had been taught to embody.  
Nin was initially disturbed by the pleasure that Hugh took in looking at soft-core 
pornographic images they had discovered on subletting one of his colleagues apartments, and 
even more concerned when he confessed to “entertain[ing] himself during fittings at his 
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tailor’s with a collection of lurid photos set out to entertain restless clients.”
345
 Nin described 
the difficulty of thinking that her husband was aroused by images of other women, which 
precipitated sex with her. She wrote that, “[Hugo] wants to play with my own body, a desire 
created probably by the sight of others, so that I am confused with them in his mind, probably 
compared.”
346
  However, as Nin read more Lawrence, took up dancing, and explored her own 
sensuality, her resistance to sexual experimentation was altered. Nin began to acknowledge 
her own sexual fantasies out of a kind of ambivalence, when she was trying to fulfil Hugo’s 
sexual desires by reading more erotic books. This quickly turned into a curiosity of her own.  
She no longer felt that she was “the product of Mind accidently located in a feminine 
envelope.”
347
 This phrase would suggest that though she was an artistic personality, she had 
felt a discrepancy between her thoughts and the restrictions that her female body represented. 
This experience reified Nin’s equation of the maternal position with pain and self-abnegation. 
She instead sought out erotic liaisons that she hoped would fuel her creativity, and fulfil her 
sexual desires. As a “feminine envelope,” Nin was aware that her body was generally thought 
of as a container for men – to sexually envelop them and to hold children. This was her 
culturally implied duty as a potential mother. Nin had also tired of the immaturity she felt 
was paired with efforts of “indifference of the flesh”
348
 associated with her puritan Catholic 
upbringing, and she realised that “[her] body must now follow [her] mind.”
349
 Nin was 
beginning to understand the importance of sensation, and especially in establishing primacy 
in her physical desires over Hugh’s visual enjoyments. This disjunction between the 
masculine gaze and the feminine touch can be compared to Irigaray’s later ideas on the same 
subject, as Irigaray found that “the sense that underlies all the other four senses, that exists or 
insists in them all, our first sense and the one that constitutes all our living space, all our 
environment: [is] the sense of touch.”
350
  Irigaray attempts to move “way beyond” a 
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privileging of the “sense of sight,”
351
 by offering a feminist challenge to the cultural emphasis 
on the visual. Indeed, Irigaray, as Nin was beginning to do, insists upon a return to the first 
encounter, “from the time of our material conception,”
352
 to an encounter of the flesh, and the 
fundamental sensation of touch. This yearning for experimentation was not without friction, 
for Nin. She wrote, “I feel bad because I live with my body, because now I touch life not only 
with my mind, but with my skin, my blood, my nerves. This physical contact with life exults 
and revolts me at the same time. It is filled with shadows and abysses, full of 
degradations.”
353
 Not long after this, in August 1925, the couple moved into their first 
permanent home, in Montparnasse. Nin rented two studios, one for her mother, and the other 
for herself and Hugo.
354
 Nin’s writing around these times demonstrates the tension of a 
daughter who is attempting to navigate her own space in proximity to her mother. Nin must 
have felt the proximity both psychologically, and physically. Just as she was establishing her 
own space, she was limited to share that space, as well as constantly reminded of her 
connection to her own mother. 
As Nin and her husband Hugo settled into their new life in France, they often 
quarrelled and suffered emotional struggles raised by what Nin referred to as a search for 
“complete freedom.”
355
 For Nin, this eventually meant striving for sexual liberation, and 
seeking “orgies.”
356
 Nin admitted her own jealousy when Hugo admitted similar desires, and 
explained the paradox that was to become the basis of her umbilical exploration, lamenting 
that they were “at once free and enslaved.”
357
 Nin had decided that she would “love [her] 
husband, but fulfil [her]self.”
358
 In order to live out what were confounded with ‘male’ 
desires at the time, Nin needed to temporarily follow the model of a male artist. This would 
be a deliberate act of mimesis, but it would not stop there. Nin was beginning to work toward 
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developing a model of passionate love that maintained both connection and distance for the 
participants, beginning with her marriage. This was tied to Nin’s vital need for cultivating 
intimate connections with others, in addition to her urgent desire to develop as an artist. The 
umbilical metaphor came to represent Nin’s interactions and communications with others, not 
only verbally, but also physically and intellectually. Through challenging the binding aspects 
of these “ties”, Nin was able to move from the paralysing characteristics of emotional bonds 
to rethinking them as conducive to positions of mutual engenderment and subjective agency 
whereby each subject could help and allow the other to develop.    
Using Her Body: A Spider’s Dance 
As previously noted, Nin’s initial literary experiments with umbilical connections are often 
interlinked with allusions to spider webs. The spider and its web are representative of the 
embodiment of a maternal psychic space.
359
 As Stone explains:  
the spider, tottering on its elongated legs, generates a space of its own which it 
reclaims from whatever large space it is placed in. Like the archaic mother, the spider 
resists confinement in the position of an object. Instead, again like the archaic mother, 
it generates its own space with its body, a space that extends and prolongs that body, 
yet allows passage (between the legs) from its inside to its outside.
360
 
The dense umbilical-like webs can be located in stifling and seemingly unproductive 
locations, and yet the spider provides the “space of movement and passage, permitting an 
exploration of and fresh perspectives on one’s environment.”
361
 Like mothers, spiders can 
protect, and help, by creating open and mobile spaces that trap flies and mosquitoes, yet they 
are not always seen in a positive light.
362
 As Stone has noted, the spider often also carries a 
sinister reputation. The configurations that it generates can be seductive, sticky, limiting, and 
thus the spiders are also seen as “ruthless predators, capturing helpless victims within their 
webs, embroiling their victims within a sticky mess from which there is no escape … This 
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resonates with our familiar negative imagery concerning the mother: she will not let us go; 
there is no escape from her clutches, her emotional hold over us is all-embracing.”
363
 Indeed, 
for Nin, spider webs seemed to illustrate the restrictive bind of some of her own familial 
attachments, and of her difficulty in escaping them, as well as acknowledging herself as 
creative, an artist who generates a seductive “artifice, of [her own] webs, …charms, … 
elixers.”
364
  However, the structure of these webs, like Nin’s ties with her husband, Hugo, 
allows for fluidity, and could be extended into the creative realm.  
Cobwebs are also typically used to signify age and history. Nin’s cobwebs worked to 
metaphorically represent the past. In particular, they connote her psychic past in terms of her 
familial memories. The webs of the past bind and form the unconscious structures of the 
psyche. They are seductive in that they trap the individual and are hazardous, sometimes 
stifling, systems. Despite this, webs are also malleable and creative. Representative of 
porousness, they can trace paths back to understand old formations, and also be reworked to 
create new systems that “originate from the source,”
365
 but which also create different 
movements. Indeed, one of Nin’s earliest diary entries connects her to her mother through the 
idea of weaving, just as a spider does. This weaving incorporates physical movement and 
sensation with psychic intention and connection. As recorded in her early diary, Linotte, a 
young Nin watched her mother as she crocheted, and they conversed. Nin noted “As [mother] 
finished, she saw that she had done it wrong, so she silently undid what she had done.”
366
 Nin 
was overwhelmed with admiration as her mother “stroked [her] hair and said in a rather 
strange voice! very sweetly! calmly! and sadly: ‘That’s how we go through life, my little 
philosopher: doing and undoing!’”
367
 Though Nin outwardly expressed that her mother’s 
plight was one that she wished to avoid, Rosa’s influences and Nin’s integration of them are 
evident throughout her work. Nin’s own diary writing practise was certainly a process of 
doing and undoing. Nin would write about her embodied practise, her explorations, reflect on 
and revisit them, and then she would later revise and reimagine. Nin would often return to her 
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diary entries and rewrite them, and her life’s work on them was characterised by a constant 
process of revision. She understood that process of “doing and undoing”
368
 as integral to her 
work. 
The webs provided Nin with a metaphor to bodily and metaphorically participate in 
the situation within which she found herself. They allowed her to honour her connection with 
her mother, but also engage in creating a psychic and subjective space that was different and 
which would extend outwards into a potential future. Thus, Nin’s webbed space was an 
ambivalent maternal, a (sometimes reluctant) connection to her mother, and the navigation of 
a self-created path that “encompassed the connection and difference between [the] two.”
369
   
Again, such webs are comparable to a porous umbilical cord. The umbilical cord in 
Nin’s work also recognises the process of tracing back to the past connections and re-figuring 
early relationships. These metaphors allowed Nin to establish the importance of re-enacting 
her past in order to alter its significance. Nin later employed the metaphorical umbilical cord 
as a creative apparatus to describe her exercises and attempts at inter-subjective 
communication and engendering. By allowing each subject to freely choose their creative 
path, Nin saw that romantic encounters could also be creatively productive, by engendering 
the individual through a relationship with another. For example, in a later conversation with 
Henry Miller and “Larry” Lawrence Durrell, Nin defended and explicated her project, 
explaining that woman’s writing “must come out of her own blood, englobed by her womb, 
nourished with her own milk.”
370
 She then critiqued the notion of the male artist as objective, 
claiming creation to be a solitary pursuit, and explained that women “must fuse creation and 
life in her own way.” She conceded that she did not create in solitude, but rather “we are 
bound, interdependent.”
371
  With provocative wording such as nourishing, blood, link, and 
bound, Nin can be seen to represent her writing as an umbilical process of connectivity. In 
Nin’s work, the umbilical can be seen to become a symbolic portal, illustrative of her 
intended project to embrace distinctive difference and to reconceive notions of self and 
alterity.  
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Nin was not satisfied to simply revel in metaphor alone. Indeed, despite being fluent 
in three languages, Nin struggled with the discursive limits of communication, and she 
protested many times that writing wasn’t enough, as she needed to use her body.
372
 
Furthermore, in a letter to Lawrence Durrell Nin wrote, “I feel I am making superhuman 
efforts to dominate a language that is not mine but to say things which I should have said 
with music and dancing.”
373
  This illustrates Nin’s idea of incorporating her body into an 
expressive language. For Nin, the blood experience was tied deeply to rhythm, and thus, to 
dancing. She quoted essayist Élie Faure: 
It is the imagination of man that provokes his adventures, and love takes here the first 
place. Morality reproves passion, curiosity, experience, the three bloody stages which 
mount towards creation … Rhythm is that secret agreement with the beating of our 
veins, the sound of our feet, the periodic demands of our appetites, the regular 
alternations of sleep and waking … the obedience to the rhythm upraises lyric 
exaltation, which permits a man to attain the highest morality by flooding his heart 
with the giddy feeling that, suspended in the night and the confusion of an eternal 
genesis, he is alone in the light and desiring, seeking liberty.
374
 
Nin explained that she was “inflamed”
375
 by this work in The Dance over Fire and Water. 
Evidently, she agreed with the notion of creativity that is driven by and through the blood. 
The passage indicates that following the blood rhythm is part of the “eternal genesis”
376
 or 
continual birth, and a path toward individual freedom. Interestingly, Faure’s allegory seems 
to describe a kind of winged creature, one that is both propelled by natural drives for food 
and freedom, but is also deeply lost and confused, suspended and lonely in this night, yet 
Nin’s spiders answer this in opposition. Her spiders are not alone, rather they are suspended 
in the webs of their own making, using their bodies and their creative structures to perhaps 
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trap any confused, giddy, winged creatures that happen upon them. They do not seek liberty 
so much as they establish it for themselves, with their bodies.  
As previously mentioned, whilst studying Lawrence, Nin had begun to develop a 
theoretical philosophy for her feminine writing with an emphasis on “a passionate blood 
experience.”
377
 Though much of Nin’s philosophy incorporated what would later be seen as 
an anticipation of l‘Écriture féminine, or, writing from the body, she didn’t isolate the 
physical aspects of perception as the sole inspiration for her writing. Hélène Cixous would 
later propose this crucial practise of articulating feminine desire through the linking of 
language to the body in Laugh of The Medusa. Extraordinarily, Nin anticipated this much 
later feminist strategy, as in the 1920s she was already articulating embodied forms of 
feminine art and expression. For Nin, the passionate blood experience was not simply a 
choice to rebel from within the ideological framework that required an impossible 
transcendence beyond the body toward the mind. Instead, it was a way to overcome the 
dichotomy between body and mind, through a creative transformation. Rather than 
attempting to move outside of herself, Nin’s project moved to explore and contemplate her 
inner world, in conjunction with its open, porousness to external, sensory experiences. 
Implicit in Nin’s understanding of her “instincts’’ was that they weren’t solely physical 
desires, but also psychological fantasies, and she would seek to creatively explore the 
intimate connection between mind and body.  
When Nin began training in Flamenco dancing, it helped her to embrace a process of 
living that was beyond conventional language. By dancing and figuring out a way to 
articulate/gesticulate her ideas through her body, rather than just in her writing, Nin 
developed her own bodily praxis that would influence her performance, writing, and self-
mythologising. Music and dancing are reflective of Nin’s attempts to relay a passionate blood 
experience in a mode that is non-linguistic. Furthermore, this method illustrated the approach 
to creativity that Nin observed in D.H Lawrence’s work. Nin’s reading of Lawrence and her 
literary aspirations intermingled. In Lawrence’s work, Nin saw the potential for women to 
draw from ideas of femininity in order to create something distinct from the conventional. In 
her study of D.H. Lawrence, Nin defended Lawrence against accusations that his attitudes 
towards women were anachronistic, and instead offered her own perspective. Nin translated 
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Lawrence’s advice that women should not be “cocksure,” whilst encouraging their 
“hensureness” as an insight not limiting women to biological constraints, but offering a 
potential that could grow from that of a sexual difference. She wrote: 
The woman does not want to live in the dim sure-ness, with purely domestic, material 
proofs of her activity: eggs—but neither is the man’s life a satisfaction to her. 
Lawrence does not say anything against her except that cocksureness does not suit 
her. He implies that she might have done a great deal with her hensureness—her own 





 to which Nin refers is one where there might be a particular 
point of view that is different from the masculine. Nin chose a distinctly biological reality, 
but used the potential for pregnancy in the womb as a space from which she could express 
other possibilities. This is obviously a bodily practise that Nin felt was missing from many 
male-centred projects. Nin demonstrated this lack of male materiality in Seduction of the 
Minotaur: “Lillian felt that in the husband playing the role of husband, in the scientist playing 
his role of scientist, in the father playing his role of father, there was always the danger of 
detachment. He had to be maintained on the ground, be given a body.”
380
 The bodily 
experience took primacy to the psychoanalytic explanation of memory for Nin. She wrote: “It 
is while cooking, gardening, walking, or love-making that I remember my childhood, and not 
while reading Freud’s Preface to a Little Girl's Journal.”
381
 This was probably also 
influenced by her relationship with psychoanalyst Otto Rank, who also told her that he 
believed that there was a memory of the body, which began at birth.  
Nin also utilised insights on dancing in her writing in order to communicate the 
connection between the internal, the body, and the external and shared space. Dancing often 
appears in Nin’s work to highlight the non-verbal interaction between subjects and the 
importance of their bodies in their memories and experiences. For example, the female 
protagonist in Nin’s novella Children of the Albatross is Djuna, a character based on Nin. 
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Djuna is a dancer who was orphaned and deserted as a child by her father. As a result, she 
dislikes father figures and instead engages in amorous affairs with younger boys. Her 
expressions and memories are all bodily:  
[S]he remembered her feet on the bare floor of their first apartment. She remembered 
her feet on the linoleum of the orphan asylum. She remembered her feet going up and 
down the stairs of the home where she had been adopted and had suffered her 
jealousy of the affection bestowed on the legitimate children. She remembered her 
feet running away from that house.”
382
  
Through his touch and caresses, her dance teacher awakens her awareness of her body, and it 
felt as if his touch “caused the blood to flow through it” and it was “as if his hand had made 
the coordination between blood and gestures and form, and the lecon de danse became a 
lesson in living.
383
 Later, when her teacher asks her to travel with him, she remembers that 
she was “once a woman in quest of her body once lost by a shattering blow” and she 
considers the difficulty of explaining her inner rupture: 
How to explain? There is something broken inside of me. I cannot dance, live, love as 
easily as others. Surely enough, if we travelled around the world, I would break my 
leg somewhere. Because this inner break is invisible and unconvincing to others, I 
would not rest until I had broken something for everyone to see, to understand.
384
 
Here, Nin has both connected the movements of the body with a way of being in the world, 
and highlighted the need to externalise what feels hidden but broken inside, just as she felt 
the urge to live out the broken familial structures that she had been affected by.  
When Nin once explained that entering Lawrence’s world would require “a threefold 
desire of intellect, of imagination, and of physical feeling,” 
385
 she was also offering a point 
of entrance for readers of her own fiction and diaries. Nin also incorporated a psychoanalytic 
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 to embodied social interactions in her work, fashioning what she would call “the 
personal life, deeply lived” into a kind of web-structure. Scholars such as Leena Kurvet-
Käosaar have recently referred to Nin’s approach as a form of “embodied agency.”
387
 Indeed 
Nin’s attitude toward the female body anticipates those of contemporary theorists, such as 
Catherine Clément and Luce Irigaray. Nin’s early explorations of “embodied agency” 
included her consideration of multi-modal dancing. Nin realised that different forms of 
dancing provided a way in which she could communicate her emotions extra-linguistically, as 
well as incorporate her physical experiences and sensations into her work. These dances 
expressed her umbilical connections to others, joining her psyche to the outside world, 
through a porous portal of physical expression. For example, Nin recounted an evening where 
she danced away her sadness over her lover Gonzalo, later published in Nearer the Moon. 
She explained: 
…I feel Gonzalo, but he is far away with my sadness as I am reeling and dancing. I 
can’t catch up with him standing there as he is not moving and I can’t stop moving, 
turning like the earth, the earth is turning on this pivot of erect sex, and the womb is 
flowering and opening around it like a roof. I am turning and giddy, so giddy I can 
dance but I can’t stand still and my sadness with Gonzalo is fixed somewhere and I 
pass like someone on a merry-go-round who cannot slip his finger accurately in the 
ring of my sadness and Gonzalo but the long black hair touches me, the desire of Bill 
does not touch me, it gives me a female pride like anything alive between the legs, it 
is always good to have something alive between the hand, or legs, a bird, a mouth, a 
penis, a cat, a hand – anything alive with blood in it, blood in it, I am turning but 
around the long black hair and the Negro thinks I desire him but I’m dancing around 
Gonzalo raised in the centre of my feelings, his hand on my breast, and whilst all the 
backsides rub against each other, I dance and am giddy with wine and love, with my 
love fixed in a space which I cannot touch but which I have drunk – and I dance but I 
can’t walk, I can laugh but I can’t weep, I cannot regret, I cannot feel, the world is 
turning held on its gongs by long black hair holding me from falling off, my gravity, 
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my wheel, my pulse, like a net of long black hair around my body through which I 
look at the orgy… 
388
 
In this breathless prose, written in a paragraph-long sentence, Nin evokes the mood of dance 
through a modernist, stream-of-consciousness style of writing.
389
 She offers the experience of 
dancing as both a way of moving outside of her emotions and attachments, whilst 
maintaining a fixed distance from them. Whilst the excerpt illustrates the importance of 
embodiment, it also shows the deceptive method at play. Nin is using her body to experience 
a kind of catharsis, but she cannot seem to help but trick others into believing that she desires 
them, whilst her mind is operating on a different level. At the same time, her dancing allows 
her to inhabit these emotions and express her connection to them, through the symbolic 
strands of hair that she is dancing around, bound to, and held in her axis whilst moving 
around. The images of Nin circling around her love who she has drunk, is “fixed” to but also 
unable to “touch,” are comparable to a pregnant woman who is both housing a child inside of 
her yet unable to “touch” it. Nevertheless, the infant drinks from her blood, and she “drinks” 
back as the depleted blood is returned to her. This is where the placenta plays a mediating 
role, as a symbolic interface that allows for connection between, but also a vital space for, 
separation.  
The Purging of the Tarantella 
Similarly, in The Newly Born Woman, Catherine Clément retells the story of a Southern 
Italian dance ritual, wherein women suffering the psycho-somatic delusions of tarantula 
spider bites would dance to exercise themselves of the symptoms, believing the poison to be 
drawn out through the movements and the sweating. This ritual is read by Clément as a 
necessary exercise in bodily and psychological catharsis, as well as a non-linguistic form of 
female expression. Clément suggests that the Tarantella developed from the oppressive roles 
assigned to women, for as wives and mothers, they were discursively prevented from being 
able to articulate their pain, and express what was not linguistically acceptable.
390
 Just as the 
dance of the Tarantella was an extra-linguistic mode of self-articulation and subjective 
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release, as well as an erotic dance of seduction, Nin’s literary representations allowed her to 
explore the gendered boundaries of wife and artist, and seduce others. At times, Nin’s 
performances were undoubtedly deceptive, and based on her wider fascination with acting 
and playing multiple roles. Nevertheless, the notion of embodied expression is a marked 
feature of Nin’s writing. 
Furthermore, the Tarantella not only represented seduction and courtship, unity and 
separation, but also purgation, through dancing out the poison. In a similar vein, Nin’s 
seductive work can be seen to be cathartic to the extent that Nin insisted upon re-enacting 
toxic family dynamics. Her diary allowed her to give birth to these toxic dynamics anew, in a 
kind of transformation. As Nin wrote: 
There is a fissure in my vision, in my body, in my desires, a fissure for all time, and 
madness will always push in and out, in and out. The books are submerged, the pages 




In this, Nin uses bloody imagery of pushing that would indicate both labour and penetration, 
“in and out”, and of wrinkly pages of the diary submerged in this blood, instead of a child’s 
skin. The childbirth metaphor is one of transfusion, exposing her madness and desires. Nin 
also represented incest as a poisonous interaction, where such literary constructions might 
release her from the harmful bonds of her childhood. This reached a new level when she 
described her father’s sperm inside of her and her love with him as poison.
392
 Indeed, Nin’s 
repeated attempts to transform the familial model may also be seen as an attempt to purge 
herself of her early influences and feelings. 
Just as dance has an inextricable link to music, Nin’s writing is similarly suffused 
with rhythm. Nin often refers to percussive music to express inner/outer resonance. Drum 
beats can often be found in Nin’s work, and they function as a link between the body and the 
outside world. For instance, drum beats emphasise the intensity and speed that an encounter 
can have, and how the internal and the external can meet and influence each other. Evidence 
of the impact that percussion has on the body can be found in Nin’s discussion of the link 
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between drum beats and motion, such as in the military. She wrote that, “it was found that the 
drum beat affected soldiers because it paralleled the beating of the heart, rhythm has been a 
way to influence impetus. Rhythm in poetic prose has the same intent.”
393
 In the same way 
that Nin felt rhythm to be “inseparable from life,”
394
 she often linked it to moments of great 
change. From her diary entry about her first abortion and the subsequent story of the 
stillbirth, where she instinctively and rhythmically drummed her fingers along her belly to 
help along her labour (bringing that which was inside to the outside), to when she described 
the orgasm as a gong in her second published diary, writing that:  
[t]he entire mystery of pleasure in a woman’s body lies in the intensity of pulsation 
just before the orgasm ... if the palpitation is intense, the rhythm and beat of it is 
slower and the pleasure more lasting. Electric flesh arrows, a second wave of pleasure 
falls over the first, a third which touches every nerve end, and now the third like an 
electric current traversing the body. A rainbow of colour strikes the eyelids. A foam 
of music falls over the ears. It is the gong of the orgasm. 
Nin uses rhythm to illustrate the pulse of blood and bodily movement in both of these 
examples. Although some might speculate that this emphasis on the bodily experience and 
spiritual connection to music was inherited from Nin’s famous pianist father, it was her 
mother’s lessons in music that Nin reflected on. When she was a young girl, Nin wrote: 
[Rosa] is one of those women who knows what is beautiful and sublime in music and 
her role is to acquaint others with it … [s]he communicates all of her musical skill to 
her students as a missionary imparts knowledge … I hope the reader may have the 
pleasure of hearing this sweet voice and will dream, as I did, and soar into the space 
which separates us from the ideal in music.
395
 
Even at this young age, Nin understood rhythm and blood to be inextricably linked, and also 
understood them to be forces in propelling the physical body further, into a higher 
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psychological and spiritual state. Furthermore, this was something she learnt from her 
mother, Rosa. 
The Undutiful Daughter: Nin, Modernism and a Psychoanalysis of her Own 
Another fundamental element of bodily writing is that it allows for the “unconscious [to] 
speak.” Nin, who wasn’t comfortable with only one form of language, was making 
connections between her growing interest in the unconscious, dreams, bodily writing, and the 
intellectual climate that produced intriguing examples of the modernist and psychoanalytic 
movements. Nin would combine these influences in developing an innovative literary form to 
imagine new ways of speaking and being. Developing a writing practice based on the 
feminine, and what was difficult for women to articulate, also offered Nin a strategic entrance 
into a male dominated world of art and theory; an intellectual world that was also becoming 
more and more interested in psychotherapy and the unconscious realm of the individual. 
When Nin and her husband Hugh Guiler moved from New York to Paris, they found 
themselves in a new political, intellectual and artistic setting. In this very different cultural 
environment, Nin struggled to both write and complete her fiction. She often wrote in her 
diary with fervour, but found it difficult to produce publishable work. Publishable work 
meant fiction, and this was a task fraught with challenges for the deeply autobiographical 
Nin. She attempted to write a novel and a play, but abandoned them.
396
 Nin returned to her 
journal each time, in an attempt to kick-start her creativity. She first complained of being 
very lonely. According to biographer Deidre Bair, it was only when John Erskine, who was 
previously Hugh’s professor when he attended Columbia University, came to visit, that Nin 
emerged from a year-long depression and stagnation in her writing where she had found 
herself unable to complete a single writing project. More specifically, Nin became inspired 
again when John Erskine introduced her to his friend, Hélène Boussinescq. Boussinescq was 
a translator, teacher, and leader of a literary salon, and her extensive literary knowledge 
encouraged Nin to study some canonical works of modernism and psychoanalysis, such as 
those authored by Freud and Proust.
397
 Nin marvelled at Boussinescq’s approach to all of her 
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 and she offered Nin an example of an alternative approach to the 
male-dominated theories that were part of the surrounding culture. For Nin, Modernism’s 
emphasis on the exploration of the individual’s reality and self-creation offered a new way to 
re-conceive, and fulfil her creative endeavours. Nin enjoyed Proust’s exploration of the 
individual dream, and she longed to read Jung, who would continue to explore this theme 
through psychoanalysis. 
Despite the influence of early psychoanalytic readings and her therapeutic experiences 
with her own analysts, Nin was not a dutiful daughter of psychoanalysis. Rather, she 
reworked therapeutic models for herself, and from her own perspective. Nin initially resisted 
reading detailed psychoanalytic theory. She indignantly wrote that, “Eduardo says, ‘go and be 
psychoanalysed.’ But that seems too simple.  I want to make my own discoveries.”
399
 It was 
as if Nin already knew that the psychoanalytic models didn’t quite fit her as an individual, a 
woman, or an artist. She subsequently resolved to make them her own. When she did read 
Freud, she was somewhat dismissive of his theories, finding his conclusions about childhood 
trauma to be rather facile, if sometimes legitimate. In particular, Nin was concerned that 
Freud did not emphasise the “transposition, sublimation [and] transfiguration of our physical 
and mental elements.” Jung, she reasoned, attended more to “how the artist uses them.”
400
 
She later wrote that Freud’s ideas in Civilisation and its Discontents “applie[d] more to men 
than to women,”
401
 especially in regard to “the primacy of intellect and the atrophy of 
sensuality.”
402
 Nin connected early psychoanalytic theories with gender difference, and 
recognised that there were not many theories in place that adequately addressed women, let 
alone female artists and intellectuals.  
Recently, feminist scholars of psychoanalysis such as Jessica Benjamin, have seen the 
assumption of an inevitable subject-object relationship where an infant only becomes a 
subject only through the mother being seen as a non-subjective object, as a pitfall in Freud’s 
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 As early as 1932, Nin seemed to recognise the shortcomings in Freud’s work.
404
 
Nin sought to make sense of her early familial relationships by re-enacting such dynamics in 
her life and in her work. Dissatisfied with the sexual elements of her own marriage, and 
yearning to live out more erotic experiences, Nin can be seen to have performed a deliberate, 
incestuous re-embodiment of traditional familial roles. By assuming various familial roles, 
Nin was effectively subverting them, and empowering herself, as a subject in her own right.  
Indeed, Nin was often able to inhabit the role of what would be presumed the authoritative or 
powerful subject, and eventually she would understand that the traditional family structures 
that imagined these master-slave relationships were problematic and insufficient. Nin would 
eventually re-think her understanding of close relationships, by expressing a preference for 
relationships that encouraged intersubjectivity as a vital element of individuation. 
As Nin looked to reshape, revise and recreate her identity through the influences of 
family and her imaginative self, she was again drawn to psychoanalysis and theories 
concerning the creative potential of the psyche. Interestingly, at this time, Nin shared a 
unique intellectual, creative, and tentatively lustful bond with her cousin, Eduardo.  Through 
the earlier influence of Boussinescq’s introductions to modernism, and with Eduardo’s 
vehement recommendations, by 1931, Nin had read Freud, Adler, and some of Jung.
405
 Nin’s 
reading of Freud had been really only a prelude to a deeper engagement with the work of 
Jung. She was very interested in the work of Jung, and his emphasis on dreaming and the 
unconscious. Nin aligned herself with him, explaining: 
[T]his conception of mine which is a reflection of Jung’s attitude against Freud’s – if 
we could understand the sexual symbol we would have the key to vast pregnancies 
and abortions, fecundations and impotences – from the sexual root, the imaginary 
world-as, for instance, incest does not mean only possession of the mother or sister – 
womb of woman – but also of the church, the earth, nature. The sexual fact is the lead 
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It would seem as if Nin is explaining that the sexual is a symptom of a greater problem, that 
of the exclusion of women from all aspects of culture, particularly the symbolic order. When 
she speaks of the key to vast pregnancies and abortions, and the drama being in space, Nin 
seems to be stressing that this systemic exclusion has played out in the discursive creation of 
women. Women have been allowed (and encouraged) to fall pregnant, but at the same time 
prevented from creating, being usurped as mothers, or established as victims of literary and 
psychic matricide. They have been excluded from establishing a space of their own. Nin 
placed her emphasis on response and resistance to the imposed world, believing that it was 
material with which to work and transform. For all the psychoanalytic thought that she read, 
Nin wished to revise it for the artist.
407
 This would mean both recognition and response to the 
tensions between subjects as productive, rather than oppressive, “making love as half the 
cure.”
408
 Nin was to use her individual dreams as a structure from which to then author her 
own reality. 
Her psychoanalytic reading and discussions with Eduardo also soon led to Nin 
seeking analysis. In 1932, Nin first underwent psychoanalysis with her cousin’s analyst, Réne 
Allendy.  In 1934 Nin became a therapist herself, practicing psychoanalysis in New York 
with her own set of patients, with guidance from her second analyst, Otto Rank.
409
 It was 
during her time as an analyst that Nin’s emphasis on self-birth took shape. She found that: 
While analysing so many people I realised that the constant need of a mother, or a 
father, or a god (the same thing) is really immaturity. It is a childish need, a human 
need, but so universal that I can see how it gave birth to all religions. Will we ever be 
able to look for this strength in ourselves? Some men have. They have also gone mad 
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Noticing the importance of relationships to other women, in particular, Nin realised that the 
reliance on the familial structures was one that all of her patients seemed to share. Nin took it 
upon herself to reconfigure these familial models in her own work. As Stone explains, “our 
inherited ways of imagining maternity, paternity, and family”
411
 haven’t shifted significantly 
from these “traditional models”
412
 even in spite of the new realities for different family 
forms. This is “because social arrangements and ways of imagining are distinct” and “we 
make sense of our social lives through our culture’s imaginary resources”.
413
 For Nin, a 
familial re-figuration in the imaginary and the bodily was an effort to establish a new way 
that would more appropriately suit her as a female writer, torn between obligation and artistic 
endeavour. She craved male power, but imagined an alternate version of this, possible for 
women to attain. She wished not to just inhabit a new familial role, but re-imagine it, too. 
“My first vision of earth was water-veiled…”
414
: Tracing Back to Birth, Before the 
Patriarch  
Even today, theorists often focus their discussions on Nin’s complicated relationship with her 
father. Diane Richard-Allerdyce asserts that throughout both Nin’s unexpurgated and even 
her edited diaries, it is self-evident that she sought analysis to remedy her pain tracing back to 
her father.
415
 Richard-Allerdyce also details Nin’s failed searches for replacement father 
figures, especially through instances of transference with her analysts.
416
 Admittedly, as Nin 
entered the world of psychoanalysis, she became almost obsessed with the notion that her 
paternal abandonment issues were the driving factor in her difficulties. However, one might 
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also consider that Nin’s real fear might have been more accurately related to the maternal. 
Nin’s efforts to explore her paternal issues were steeped in strategies that excluded and 
repressed her relationship with her own mother, yet simultaneously embraced a maternal 
discourse that operated through symbols of the maternal body. This might be the largest 
contradiction in Nin’s work: as she repressed and isolated her feelings of resentment and fear 
of becoming her own mother, she also sublimated those feelings into a creative approach 
based on the exploring and re-creating the maternal position.  
Nin’s experience of family certainly seems to have contributed to her ambivalence 
around the bind of emotional relationships and her wish to redefine them. Reflecting on 
psychoanalysis, she once wrote that “there is the pain of breaking through, of pushing out. It 
is a rebirth. Only it has to be done by one’s self, not the mother.”
417
 Nin’s repudiation of her 
mother and the role she might play in this rebirth is illustrative of “the cultural expectation 
that we should separate from our mothers.”
418
 Following the rejection and abandonment by 
her father, her disagreements with her mother, and the burden of other difficult and confusing 
familial relations, Nin wished to revisit the relationships that had controlled her early life and 
make sense of them on her own terms, then “break… through [and] push out”
419
 her own 
identity. In order to find her own voice and to liberate herself from the relationships that she 
had found so significant, Nin first lived out the damaging familial structures that had 
originally failed her. During her attempts to navigate these familial structures, Nin often 
engaged in paradoxical strategies of avoidance. She wished to complete this self-birth herself, 
and was indignant that it would “not …[be her] mother”
420
 who did the work this time. In 
this, Nin isn’t only recognising the cultural expectation of breaking free of the mother, but 
she is also moving from the position of daughter to the position of mother, herself, for 
herself. This is a painful move because for Nin it seems that she must not do this whilst 
maintaining a connection to Rosa, but rather through replacing her.  
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Nin resisted the prospect of becoming like her own mother, despite wondering at 
times if she was perhaps “more like”
421
 her than the father who she outwardly identified with. 
Nin was both denying her maternal influence and yet using the same framework in attempting 
to be a creative, productive force in terms of her own work.
422
 Showing both physical and 
psychic courage, Nin embarked on a journey of testing traditional models of the family unit 
by exploring them beyond conventional limits. Nin also tested her own fantasies of re-defined 
familial relations, in the real world. She worked her way out from the psychological middle 
or internal self, moving outward from a Freudian psycho-drama to the external world. 
According to Paul Holmes, therapists usually caution against the direct enactment process of 
their patients’ issues in the world, encouraging a kind of safe transference between patient 
and therapist, instead.
423
 Despite this, Nin chose to externalise her familial dramas by 
enacting them. Often, these were fantasies that Nin indulged in, and then tested in an 
externalising process. This method was consistent with one of Nin’s favourite and oft-quoted 
Jungian adages: “Proceed from the dream outwards.”
424
 In line with traditional 
psychoanalytic theory, Nin observed that relationships often brought out the individual 
neuroses of the participants. Far from something to avoid, or transfer safely, however, Nin 
seemed to feel that these lived out, symbolic, and sexual “gesture[s]” could provide a kind of 
catharsis, and ultimately “deliverance” from neuroses.
425
 This revision would envision a 
space for the creative woman who Nin felt was not accounted for in what she had read. As 
Wood explains, Nin “recognises this process of projecting her symbolic life onto external 
objects and persons, and sees it as grounded in the fundamentally feminine preference for 
human relationship over abstraction.”
426  
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The dominant psychoanalytic structures in the advice and interpretation proposed to 
her by first analyst, Réne Allendy felt reductive and limited because they could not account 
for Nin’s conflicting desires of relationships and artistic exploration. Furthermore, Nin was 
impressed with the “wonderful thinker,”
427
 Hermann Alexander Keyserling, author of Figure 
Symboliques and The Psychoanalysis of America, and referred to his ideas when she 
distinguished her literary plan as departing from plain theory, and choosing a more active role 
for herself. Nin explained, “Certainly I live according to Keyserling’s dictate: I supply the 
creative activity for all information or suggestions given to me.”
428
 What is interesting here is 
not just the significant point that Nin took an active role in a lived experiment, testing the 
information or suggestions, but also that she describes the information as something “given” 
to her. Just as the spider makes its own space with which to move within what seems to be a 
confining environment, Nin was creatively generating her own feminine space within a male-
dominated and phallocentric psychoanalysis, in order to understand herself in relation to her 
family. Clearly, Nin was sceptical of the traditional structures of family, so by re-
experiencing them, Nin would be able to either understand or dispel popular psychoanalytic 
and theoretical frameworks that made up the mythology of the family. As Nin explained to 
Allendy early on in her analysis, “I am not sure what this [real] self is. For the moment, I 
seem to be tearing down who I was.”
429




Furthermore, it was during this period that Nin found herself caught between many 
familial obligations and difficult interpersonal dynamics. Nin was faced with her relatively 
new role as Hugo’s wife, which meant navigating their sexual incompatibilities, 
disagreements, artistic pursuits, and Hugo’s career-requirements. Hugo’s career became the 
source of much of their friction, as Nin had fallen in love with the “writer” in Hugo, but he 
had sacrificed his artistic inclinations in order to work at a bank. Hugo’s decision was 
practical as he desired to support Nin and her family. Alongside her wifely obligations, Nin’s 
brother Joaquin lived with the couple, and she had a tenuous relationship with her mother, 
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Rosa, with whom she often quarrelled.  Rosa was concerned with the amount of time Nin 
spent writing in her diary,
431
 and was worried that Nin was “taking advantage of Hugo, who 
she feared would revolt and abandon them all”.
432
 Here, the friction between Nin’s wishes for 
her own life, and her mother’s own loss being unfairly transferred onto her were very evident. 
Nin noted that her mother was “cross and domineering” and suffering from “contraditis.”
433
  
Passionate Blood Experience 
Nin began her experiments in sensual embodiment by engaging in extra-marital “flirtations.” 
Beginning with her dancing instructor, then her editor, and also her disappointing attempt at 
an affair with Hugo’s friend, formerly his professor, John Erskine. Erskine was a novelist, 
who Nin admired intellectually. He thus represented the potential for the kind of mind and 
body encounter that Nin yearned for. In 1928, Nin’s attraction to Erskine culminated in some 
shared kisses, fondling, and Nin offering her body to a hesitant Erskine. It was Erskine who 
was unable to physically follow through with his desires, and he expressed his concerns about 
betraying Hugo.  
Nin entered a year-long depression, unable to act upon her imagined life in the 
corporeal sense. She questioned if she only loved Erskine’s mind, and she decided that if “he 
could only give [her] a little of himself, [she] would fill the void with other thoughts –
with”
434
 several modernist writers and her own “self-made stories.”
435
 Nin was aware that the 
physical component was vital in the kind of encounter she dreamed of, but also that “nothing 
[she] desired in all the world could be denied to [her] since [she herself] could create it with 
[her] mind, and live with it.”
436
 This first account of a failed extra-marital affair, and Nin’s 
emphasis on seizing her imaginative world in order to re-live and re-create her experience is 
of further significance in light of the conflicting accounts of her affair with Erskine. Nin (and 
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later, her biographer, Deidre Bair’s) account of the failed affair contrasts with Gunther 
Stuhlmann’s later claim that Nin and Erskine had only met once, flirted, but did not spend 
any time alone together. It would seem that Nin’s affair with Erskine was mostly, as 
Stuhlmann described, “an affair of the mind.”
437
 What the unfulfilled romance had triggered 
in Nin was the desire to move beyond fantasy, and to live it out. She had also learnt that she 
could transmute her disappointing experiences into new material by simply altering what had 
happened, and infuse the dream with the reality. Nin seemed to focus on the potency of her 
dream-world in the hopes that it would later enable her to come to terms with what she could 
not change, her past desires, and actualise them through writing. Nin revealed a deep despair 
in the inevitability of playing out of familial roles when she remembered the house within a 
house that she and her brothers built beneath a bench. The children were re-positioning 
themselves in the family, as not only children, but identifying with their parents, and 
imagining themselves in their parent’s places, too. The “childish need” to mimic their 
parent’s household is not only one of replication, but also re-creation, and Nin’s own 
relentless need to construct a kind of family unit in her own way in order to harness her 
deeper understanding of what love might look like.  
The Family Romance: An external journey 
Cousin alliance: Eduardo  
Nin’s first experience of affinity occurred when she was a teenager, sharing a close 
relationship and her first unfulfilled romantic obsession with her maternal cousin, Eduardo 
Sánchez. Eduardo’s mother, Nin’s Aunt Anaϊs (her mother’s sister, named after younger 
Anaϊs Nin’s grandmother), was concerned by the intimacy shared between the teenagers, and 
worried that they might marry each other, so she forbid them to spend time together. As 
cousins, their relationship was already familial, and thus the literal definition of a blood 
relationship. Along with their “sizzling”
438
 intimacy, Nin and Eduardo had formed an 
intellectual connection, and that connection was re-ignited when Eduardo moved to Paris in 
1929 and came “out to his parents as a homosexual man—though he tried to convince Anaϊs 
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that his homosexuality stemmed from his unrequited sexual passion for her.”
439
 At first, the 
pair lamented that they “should have been lovers—it might have changed the course of 
[Eduardo’s] life.”
440
 However, as Eduardo persisted with attempts to seduce Nin, calling her 
his “match,” Nin increasingly found his games intolerable. Nin felt that Eduardo wished to 
weaken her in order to assert himself, and he made this struggle with his own insecurities 
quite clear during one week in August, 1930, as they painted a room in Nin’s house. 
Eduardo’s efforts to master her through domination and “false strength”
441
 curbed Nin’s 
feelings of attraction to him. It was then that Nin angrily resisted “concealing and softening 
[her] strength.”
442
 For Nin, seizing her own desire was an important element of assuming an 
active role in amorous encounters. She realised that if she was passive, as she felt Eduardo 
wished her to be, she did not love the person she was able to conceal her strength from. This 
suggests that Nin was becoming more confident in the hope of authoring her own life, and 
seeking out her desires. Furthermore, Nin realised that her connection with Eduardo was not a 
physical one. Though they were capable of an intellectual and spiritual bond, they were 
unable to establish a “physical current.”
443
 Nin knew that he could “never touch [her], and 
even if he touched her he could never hold [her]”
444
 because theirs was a “passion of the 
mind only.”
445
 Nin was determined to seek an encounter that could embrace the bodily 
connection as well as the mental.  
Nin continued to search for a relationship that would allow her to embrace the 
paradox of her own strength and weaknesses. She was simply not interested in a sexual 
liaison that would force her to submit to a passive role because of her gender. In a moment of 
realisation, reflecting on her disparate pleasure in being well-groomed and enjoyment of dirty 
work in the garden, Nin embraced paradox, and wrote: 
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The courtesans knew one couldn’t be both. But I am going to try it. ‘God for him, and 
God in him for her.’ Half the women in the world are mental cripples, or clinging 
vines or a stone around a man’s neck because they think God is only in man. But the 
women who find God in themselves have a world of their own, hang on nobody’s 
neck, and do not take iodine when nobody loves them. They are called egotists.
446
 
Nin stressed that she was largely aware of the social stigma attached to a woman of strength 
and integrity. If she did not rely on a man to assert himself, and instead took the liberty of 
chasing her own desires, she would be judged as an egotist. Self-interest, and activity, for a 
woman, was opposed to the social role that she was awarded as a potential mother, and thus, 
care-giver. This necessarily meant self-sacrifice, and Nin knew it. The prescience in Nin’s 
words is also clear, as she would later be most-often criticised for her supposed narcissism.  
Here is a weighty indication that Nin’s larger intellectual project was in resistance to her 
vision of the passive and martyred mother. Tracing back the umbilical cord to the myth, Nin 
was beginning to make connections between feminine insecurities and a sense of dependence 
that came from “clinging to stones around a man’s neck,” as if he were a god. This 
perpetuated the lack of subjectivity available to a woman, who would live through man or 
through her infant only. Nin hoped to overcome such anxieties by turning inward and 
developing her dream-world. Furthermore, she would aim to transform this role of the care-
giver as one that could also facilitate self-care, thus establishing and forging that “world of 
her own.”
447
 This was Nin redirecting the umbilical cord back towards herself and other 
women, reclaiming the life-giving blood and nourishment they would need. Additionally, as 
this quote shows, in tracing back to initial familial structures, Nin had noticed a fundamental 
problem within the symbolic order of Western culture. The symbolic order is based on a 
patriarchal vision of a male god, and there is not a female equivalent. This undermined the 
true feminine origin of humanity. Nin saw this as a mythological narrative that secured the 
priority of the paternal genealogy over the maternal one. Nin’s was an argument for a female 
god, one which she would make frequently throughout her work. 
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Nin’s first attempts to understand the structures of family involved kinds of mimesis 
in order to inhabit these pre-established roles. However, Nin then reworked and reconciled 
the divided roles in preference to the need for two different, purely positive subjective 
positions in relationships. To do this, Nin had to move from the usual, comfortable dynamic, 
to a new encounter that would challenge her. The dynamic that Nin acknowledged as her 
most comfortable one was that which she experienced with her brothers and her mother. She 
was “physically close to my brothers and my mother. And so later I am at ease in the same 
constellations, the little brothers and the mother. Old forms of successful union.”
448
 Because 
of this closeness, Nin felt that she would only go on to repeat this pattern if she didn’t 
consciously break away from it. To do this, she would need to find herself in erotic wonder. 
Nin’s experiences of erotic wonder can be compared to an Irigarayan paradoxical 
alliance produced by separation.
449
 As Cohoon explains, “[t]he erotic wonder Irigarayan 
lovers feel is an expression of their vulnerability to the unexpected seduction by the other, to 
being drawn out of themselves.”
450
 This can only occur if there is not a sense of likeness, or 
too much idealised unity in a partnership that would then subsume the individuality of each 
participant. It is because of her initial belief in the need for a paradox between closeness and 
separation, in exploring difference and defying atrophy that Nin might have searched for 
relationships outside of her marriage. This would also explain why she detached from her 
cousin, Eduardo, and later, denounced her relationship with June. The defiance against the 
familiar was later seen again when Nin lamented her disappointment at the similarities 
between herself and her father.
451
  
Nin also narrated the binding aspects of these kinds of relationships in The House of 
Incest, as a narrator trapped in the stifling environment of an incestuous affair with her 
brother. Nin pinpointed the primary disadvantage of her incestuous bond with Eduardo to the 
similarities between them. The development of her relationship with polar opposite, Henry 
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Miller, was juxtaposed against her declining interactions and romance with Eduardo. She 
acknowledged that “there [wa]s no blood polarity between” her and her cousin.
452
 Nin 
seemed to believe that too much intimacy, in conjunction with consanguinity, would inhibit 
desire. Instead, fraternal love was to serve as the basis for her relationship with Eduardo. 
All of these examples of familiarity are significant demonstrations of a move away 
from her mother. This could be seen as Nin’s time of repeating the cultural expectation of a 
symbolic matricide, as she looked to deny and separate from her mother and made symbolic 
moves away from that relationship.  
June and Mimesis: love between women, and the fear of the maternal 
During Nin’s journey of identity formation, she took to an embodied, feminist practise of 
mimesis. For Nin, this was not simply reproducing a discourse, but rather an engaging with it 
self-consciously and critically. Similarly, Luce Irigaray’s theories suggest the importance of 
innovative work that doesn’t simply replicate forms of traditional literary, familial, and 
political structures, but instead strategically challenge conventionally masculine discourse by 
exposing its limited subjectivity. However, this type of mimetic strategy also has its pitfalls. 
As Dawn Kaczmar explains, Nin’s work is often “written off by both male and female 
writers: the former for not adhering to traditional literary methods, the latter for being too 
essentialist in her attempts to try and speak in a feminine voice.”
453
 Furthermore, Nin’s 
process of re-tracing identity formation was deceptive, but it was part of a greater project in 
revising the traditions she knew. Nin was refiguring traditional roles, archetypes, and her 
place in them through a kind of erotic performance, and this meant that other people were 
often tangled in and captivated by the seductive process. Nevertheless, Nin’s mimesis was 
less vindictive and more of an authentic attempt to understand herself and others by revisiting 
the relationships that were fundamental to her identity, and reworking them in order to 
establish her own space. This is illustrative of her entire process, which was one of deliberate 
mimesis as a feminist practise. The mimesis revealed women’s struggles in the tensions 
between traditional maternal expectations and the need for individual freedom and 
subjectivity. 
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Nin’s relationship with June performs much of this feminist mimesis, in that she first 
attempts to “understand June using traditional masculine methods, but eventually comes to 
understand her as a woman relating to another woman.”
454
 What Kaczmar doesn’t explore is 
how “a woman relating to another woman”
455
 incorporated notions of the maternal 
relationship in Nin’s experiences with June. At the time that Nin became involved with June, 
Nin was struggling to establish her own space, not just as a female writer in a masculine 
literary tradition, but also in her movements away from identification with her own mother. 
In October, 1932, Rosa and Nin’s brother, Joaquin moved to an apartment in Paris, after 
sharing the house had become intolerable and her mother refused to live with “a person 
capable of writing such a ‘dirty’ book” as her study of Lawrence.
456
 Nin equated their 
absence with beginning to be able to write again.
457
 Her work during this time more 
specifically characterises that difficult process of a daughter refiguring her relationship to 
herself in relation to her own mother. June became a figure of transference, in that Nin learnt 
about herself in relation to another woman who represented an alternative replacement, the 
polar opposite of her own mother. 
A primary lesson that Nin learns about identity through her projection of mother-
daughter identity formation onto her experiences with June is the appreciation of a relational 
identity formation, over either complete separation or attempted symbiotic mergence. 
Relational identity can be modelled on an umbilical connection, as the umbilical cord is 
mediated by the placenta, establishing a space and connection that safeguards each subject as 
touching and separately autonomous to certain degrees. This allows for the reality of 
influence and fantasy, but unexpected events can also occur. For example, Nin wished to be 
like the voluptuous, full-bodied June, instead of her smaller framed self. She remembered that 
her mother would worry about her thin frame when she was a child, and would make 
comments about bones being “for dogs.”
458
 For this reason, Nin didn’t feel that she could 
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attract “a big love”
459
 for herself, so she explained that she’d taken to being an artist, and 
writing, instead. When June sadly compared her body to Nin’s, Nin wrote “She wanted as 
much to escape herself as I wanted to inhabit her body, to become her. We were both denying 
our own selves and wishing to be the other.”
460
 Realising the fraught nature of symbiotic 
fantasy, and the self-denial it demanded, Nin eventually developed the strategic process of 
emerging as a self in relation to other subjects. She ultimately both identified with June, as 
well as discerned herself as not always a part of a symbiotic union with her. 
Nin sought to defy the typical roles of women in her time by pursuing her writing, and 
writing about her sexual desires. In her diaries, Nin established the space which was the 
sprawling form or literal body with which she planned to do this. And, much as the authors of 
l’écriture feminine would later detail, the body would be her own life, and the writing would 
fruit from her embodied experiences. Nin wanted to fill that bodily form with content. The 
content, for Nin, had to be new sexual experiences that she could engage in and write about. 
This was a point of tension with her mother, Rosa, who “closed the door on me the day I 
sought an independent life from her…”
461
 though Nin acknowledged spending the rest of her 
life returning. 
As previously mentioned, Nin was delighted to meet Henry Miller, who was 
considering writing a book about Lawrence, just as she had just done. On meeting him, she 
noted happily that he was “like me.”
462
 Finally, she had met someone who she felt was her 
intellectual equal, and appeared to have a similarly passionate disposition combined with an 
artistic vision. Nin was certainly planning this encounter, and it could be assumed that she 
chose that particular time in her life to engage in the physical and mental embodiment, 
especially the sexual elements, of her developing philosophy. Despite this, it was not Henry 
who Nin initially found physically attractive and pursued, but his wife, June Miller. Not long 
after Nin had met Henry Miller for the first time, his wife June arrived in Paris. Nin was 
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enamoured by “the most beautiful woman on earth”
463
 and as Stuhlmann suggests, for “the 




Still trying to understand how she could be an artist and a woman, Nin initially 
attempted to deny her femininity to suit the role she wished to play. Three years before 
meeting Henry and June, Nin had written “I speak as a writer, then, not as a woman. Because, 
again, I want the woman to serve the creator, body and soul.”
465
 The stereotypical gender 
roles of the time suggested that men were not only the artists, but they were active, and 
women were passive. This was a problem for Nin, who wanted to be active, and she struggled 
with the conflict between wishing to actively claim the experiences she wished to have, and 
to abide by social convention. Nin attempted to move into the sexual realm to work out her 
issues with gender roles and fluidity through June, by attempting to take the place of the 
masculine pursuer. She wanted to forge new ground for her own sexual and intellectual 
freedom, so she played out a "masculine" role with June, for a short time. Nin’s exercise in 
mimesis of the masculine, with June as her object of affection, allowed an indulgence of 
some of the qualities that Nin was culturally discouraged from in terms of gender roles.  
As noted earlier, Nin had been reading the work of Sigmund Freud, who attributed 
lesbianism to a woman’s desire to be a man, rather than her own desire for other women. 
According to Freud, this desire to be a man was an extension of the pre-Oedipal, phallic love 
for the mother, or, more often, unresolved problems fruiting from a poor relationship with her 
father. Furthermore, he believed that the lesbian “took her mother in place of her father as the 
object of her love.”
466
 Freudian theory might say that Nin was replacing her own phallic love 
for her mother with June, in order to take revenge out on her father. This thesis would suggest 
that this act was far less characterised by desire to act out revenge on her father but it 
certainly was an effort to subsume her love and difficult connection with her mother, through 
another woman. Nin’s efforts seemingly had much less to do with her father than she and 
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some of her analysts might have thought, because at this time she was struggling to move 
away from her intimate connection with Rosa. After her childish adoration of her mother, she 
was beginning to move away from Rosa’s expectations and instead was forming her 
independent life. For Nin, this meant rebelling against much of what she felt her mother 
expected of her, and what was expected of her as a wife. As Rosa was still living in close 
proximity, this was a difficult tension to navigate, and one that resulted in many quarrels. 
“I have wanted to possess her as if I were a man”
467
 
Perhaps Nin thought that she could find the kind of spiritual, physical, and intellectual 
connection that she was seeking in seducing another woman. If she was to inhabit a 
traditionally masculine place as a writer, and write about feminine identity, it made sense that 
she first sought to explore this concept and the possibilities of her own liberation by seducing 
June. Nin was inserting herself between Henry as a husband and June as a wife. She had 
identified Henry as similar to herself, so perhaps she now wanted to see if she could match 
Henry, in being the seductive male artist. Nin was determined to explore these roles, and 
perhaps even challenge Henry as a partner and as a husband. Miller was attempting to write 
about June, but his portraits were often scathing and caricatured.  Importantly, Nin recognised 
that Henry’s distortions of June were “because of his neurotic love of his mother and his 
hatred of her, his need and repudiation of woman.”
468
 In this, Nin recognised the traditional 
male writer’s fantasies about women were based on their fear of the maternal, and she 
undermined this power by taking Henry’s place as a literary son. 
Hoping to transgress the narrow socially imposed binaries of conventional masculine 
and feminine behaviour, Nin embodied what she felt to be her masculine elements in courting 
June. She and Hugo sent Henry and June money. Nin showered June with gifts of clothing, 
stockings, jewellery and sandals. She “held June’s hand firmly [and] commandeered the 
shop” and described herself as “firm, hard, wilful with the shopkeepers.”
469
 In playing the 
masculine role, Nin first treated June as Henry had, seeing her as a kind of femme fatale, and 
also a source of inspiration because of her mystery. Nin delighted in this at first, but was also 
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fearful that “June was the product of [her] imagination.”
470
 This was part of a masculine 
literary culture of both the time and place, where writers would create, dominate, and 
represent women as they desired, with their pens.
471
 Nin was not satisfied when she realised 
that she drew almost the same results from June as Henry had. June seemed to embody 
whatever she thought her pursuers desired. Nin found that June was impressionable, causing 
the “real June” to be difficult to pinpoint. Nin tried to understand why June was so difficult to 
define. For Nin, June was a femme fatale, a muse for artistic inspiration, but also an “empty 
box.”
472
 The possibility that there “[wa]s no June”
473
 caused Nin fear and jealousy. June often 
repeated, embodied, or recycled her lovers’ ideas and stories. She had constructed parts of her 
personality based on stories told to her by her female lover, Jean, and then became what she 
thought Henry wanted her to be. Nin’s struggles with June highlight the difficulty of a 
feminine subject in her own right, in a literary culture of matricidal tradition. According to 
Irigaray, the dominant worldview establishes man as the default human, requiring woman to 
negate her sexual difference to be considered truly human. If she did not, she would remain 
the Other from which the male identity arose. Nin was attempting to inhabit the role of 
human, but she recognised June’s position as the negated foundation from which she would 
be establishing herself. Nin didn’t seem to enjoy this at all, so she hoped to understand June 
further. Nin decided to “give her everything [she had]… created”.
474
 
In this gift to June, Nin was still reproducing the dominant literary tradition, but 
disrupting it, too. Nin didn’t only challenge Henry’s position in her relationship with June, 
but also religious notions of the father. She wished to fill June with herself, which was the 
next step in mimesis: the impregnation. This can be read as Nin’s re-enactment (and 
reclamation) of the story of mother Mary, where June immaculately (and not so immaculately 
with Henry) conceived the ideas of the artists. She “provide[d] the incarnate image of our 
imaginings.”
475
 In re-vising this myth with June as the mother, Nin placed herself in the 
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position of a patriarchal God. Just as biblical traditions implicate Jesus in Mary’s purity, Nin 
placed herself in the position of the atoner. She carefully constructed this portrait of June, 
writing, “I meet June, the near-prostitute, and she becomes pure. A purity which maddens 
Henry, a purity of face and being which is awesome, just as I saw her one afternoon in the 
corner of the divan, transparent, supernatural.”
476
 She was able to make a new myth, and 
transform June into the embodiment of her ideas. Despite this, Nin realised the importance of 
June as incarnate, and asked “What are we? Only the creators. She is.”
477
 By doing this, Nin 
has self-consciously moved beyond the position of reproduction in terms of the patriarchal 
literary tradition, and placed the emphasis back onto the carnal mother. Thus, Nin 
repossessed the role of the maternal strategically through feminist mimesis. 
After Henry Miller found her notes on June so illuminating that he used much of them 
for his own work, Nin sought a different approach to utilise the distinctiveness of her insight. 
Nin wrote “What was left for me to do? To go where Henry cannot go, into the Myth, into 
June’s dreams, fantasies, into the poetry of June. To write as a woman, and as a woman 
only.”
478
 This marked a conscious change in Nin’s approach to writing, and a realisation that 
she had matured beyond her initial attempts to embody the position of the masculine artist. 
Instead, Nin soon realised that woman “never created directly, except though a man and was 
never able to create as a woman … woman’s creation, far from being like man’s must be 
exactly like her creation of children, that it must come out of her own blood, englobed by her 
womb, nourished with her own milk.”
479 
 Nin was taking the approach that she felt to be 
distinctly maternal — that of giving and nourishing, and applying it to the act of creation. By 
doing this, she was reworking a convention based on the male writer and entering it from the 
perspective of a mother, which was in turn influenced by her memories and fantasies of her 
own mother’s offering. This marked Nin’s project, to reconcile woman with herself, and 
allow her to create for herself. Here, Nin had established a legitimate need for woman to 
recuperate her place within a traditionally masculine symbolic order. It would be based in the 
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fleshy experience of woman, and it would be through her re-embracement of the maternal 
that was traditionally usurped.  
Henry Miller also toyed metaphorically with birth, particularly in Tropic of Cancer, 
when he referred to the book as a pregnancy that he imagined growing within him. Kathryn 
Holmes confidently deems Nin “the ‘father’ of Tropic of Cancer,”
480
 supporting this claim 
with mention of the correspondences between Nin and Miller. However, Nin sought to 
explain parts of June and femininity that she felt had been silenced or poorly represented. As 
masculine tradition wrote women as they wanted them to be, Nin looked further into what 
then the woman might be without these illusions. She did not want to exploit June, but 
instead worked to explain her position, to understand her and communicate on her behalf. Nin 
explained that she offered a re-mythologising of June, as another kind of alternative mother 
who had been silenced by her own necessary lies. 
 
“I am the other face of you.” 
In first seeing herself in June, Nin was able to express elements of herself that she couldn't 
otherwise. For example, June’s mysterious history of possible prostitution, her lesbian affairs, 
and suspicions of her drug use allowed Nin to indulge in these (im)possible other lives. As 
she wrote, “I do not need drugs, artificial stimulation. Yet I want to experience those very 
things with June, to penetrate the evil which attracts me.”
481
 With June, Nin believed that 
there could be an understanding that was impenetrable for Henry. She believed that they 
shared a “secret language”
482
 and came to the realisation that she was previously attempting 
to deny herself by “learning Henry’s language, [and] entering Henry’s world.”
483
 Nin 
believed that June had answered her fantasies and so she was saved. Indeed, in writing her 
book on Lawrence, Nin expressed the belief that women were “more closely bound to the 
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earth. There is a secret connection between them and elemental flows.”
484
 As Richard-
Allerdyce explains, this was Nin’s way of identifying the way that she believed women were 
differently inclined, resisting “what she considered a masculine tendency toward 
rationali[s]ation through language.”
485
 This lack of rationalisation was something that Nin 
saw in June, as she was impulsive and seemingly unable to reflect on her impulses. June 
therefore appeared to lack the detached analytical approach to people and relationships that 
Nin’s male intellectual peers often exhibited.  
Nin’s attraction to June was often characterised by the differences between them. June 
was representative of the alternative aspects of Nin’s personality that she had not yet 
actualised. Not just her shapely body, but June’s overt sexuality and stories also resonated 
with Nin, and yet they were quite different from Nin’s experiences. There are many critics 
who agree that Nin’s love-affair with June was primarily narcissistic, in that she was seeing 
elements of herself that she had not before expressed. However, although Nin recognised 
herself in June, Nin was also consciously usurping typical power relations. Nin was 
establishing herself as a subject through her relationship with June, by attempting to embody 
different roles. Luce Irigaray explains that a woman’s difference must be experienced “in her 
resemblance to another woman rather than to a masculine standard.”
486
 Nin did not merely 
adore her own reflection in June, rather, she saw that identity was permeable, and in June 
there were elements of herself that she wanted to explore, and she in turn offered parts of 
herself to June. Ultimately, June represented a cultural construction of femininity that did not 
sufficiently describe Nin, but that Nin wished to afford a voice. Nin sought to overcome and 
articulate this, by understanding June’s differences and then describing them. 
In “Anaϊs Nin’s ‘Incest Family,’” Joel Enos writes that, “Nin’s narcissistic incest 
occurs when people look for their ideal selves in other people,”
487
 and adds that, “Nin’s 
doubles occur when people project feelings of close kinship or camaraderie onto another 
person in the hopes that, through the twin or double, they will be able to locate 
                                                 
484
 Nin, D.H. Lawrence: an Unprofessional Study, 81. 
 
485
 Richard-Allerdyce, Anaϊs Nin and the Remaking of Self, 25. 
 
486
 Irigaray, This Sex which is Not One, 220. 
487







 He attributes this to a narcissistic search for the self in another, rather than 
looking inwards. For Nin, these relationships ultimately failed, as they were not able to live 
up to her expectations of total fusion. Instead, these relationships only re-emphasised her 
sense of isolation and separateness. In contrast, Nin’s experiments can be read as quite the 
opposite to narcissism, and instead describe explorations of identification. Had her theory of 
the maternal been more completely fledged, this might have been more explicitly articulated, 
but the evidence remains that Nin was interested in exploring other perspectives.  
In The House of Incest, the prose poem that followed Nin’s announcement that she 
would write “as a woman and a woman only,”
489
 Nin described herself as “a marionette 
pulled by unskilled fingers, pulled apart, inharmoniously dislocated; one arm dead, the other 
rhapsodizing in mid-air.”
490
 The imagery of a puppet shows the imposition of these roles. She 
felt these differing roles as an impossible disparateness, explaining that: 
[T]he two currents do not meet. I see two women in me freakishly bound together, 
like circus twins. I see them tearing away from each other. I can hear the tearing, the 
anger and love, passion and pity. When the act of dislocation suddenly ceases — or 
when I cease to be aware of the sound — then the silence is more terrible because 
there is nothing but insanity around me, the insanity of things pulling, pulling within 




The idea of more than one person within a single subject conjures up images of pregnancy, 
the “pulling within oneself” an umbilical allusion to inter-subjective conceptualisations. The 
apparent fear that Nin suggests, conjured up by the binding of two women in an umbilical 
allegory, is illustrative of the tension that she felt between herself and June and the larger 
tension that Nin was repressing between herself and her mother. In one instance, Nin recalled 
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June calming her by lifting her hand to her breast, “as if to soothe an angry child.”
492
 In these 
moments, Nin seemed to show the most resistance and frustration with June, as if they 
reminded her of the relationship between daughter and mother that she vehemently wanted to 
ignore.  
 
Women in Love: the Cultural Horror 
Nin’s fear of the all-consuming mother who lives through her children, is sitting on the 
horizon of this tension of identity between the self and the other. In first taking the place of 
Henry Miller, (and thus a male literary ‘father’ counterpart), Nin avoids her greater fear, that 
of becoming her mother. However, when praising June, Nin most often referred to her 
bravery, her humility, and her great selflessness. Nin noted “the sacrifices June made for 
Henry”
493
 just as she noted in her childhood diary that her mother had done for her father. All 
traits that Nin adored in June were those she had previously associated with her own mother, 
Rosa. Also, Nin attempted to ‘be’ her mother by trying to replace June in her subsequent 
relationship with Henry. Nin noted that her guilt for desiring Henry was part of the reason 
why she wrote such loving letters to June. She explained that she would “glorify June to 
punish [her]self for having betrayed her.”
494
 This was Nin’s repetition of a long history of 
maternal matricide. Not only had she denied her own mother, but then she had attempted to 
replace her displaced mother in June. 
The mutual admiration between Nin and June was also difficult because much of their 
love affair was simply one of fantasy and dream, rather than physical expression. The lack of 
physical consummation between Nin and June is not often discussed, much less questioned 
by biographers, or even theoretical studies of Nin. Lesbianism remains a difficult subject in 
literary theory and Western culture, as the love between women is too often an 
underrepresented and downplayed “ghost” within cultural discourse, according to Terry 
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 With this in mind, female bisexuality has been found to be even less visible or 
represented sexuality in most domains.
496
 Despite this, Nin seemingly was open to the 
prospect of a sexual relationship with a woman if it meant that she could find an alliance. She 
kissed June, and also expressed a desire to do much more, to kiss her breasts,
497
 yet she 
admitted that June did not “reach the same sexual centre of [her] being that man reaches.”
498
  
Nin’s problematic association to June’s gender and sexuality was emphasised in one 
of Nin’s dreams, when June offered a horrifying, gaping vulva that Nin likened to the mouth 
of a feeding goldfish, which later revealed itself to be a small penis. This protean June then 
asked Nin if she was pleased. Nin’s dream about a sexual encounter with June is tellingly 
grotesque, and tellingly psychoanalytic. The imagery of a feeding goldfish is evocative of 
vagina dentate. What is perhaps more important is her reflection on the feeling of the dream, 
that of ennui, of a kind of pointlessness that causes others to be neglected or to have to wait. 
Though Nin could probably attempt to direct the corporeal aspects of her relationship to June, 
she could not achieve the kind of alliance she was seeking because her mind and body did not 
respond to June in the pleasurable manner that Nin initially appears to have imagined. Indeed, 
this fundamental resistance to same-sex pleasure was again reflected in the same dream, 
when Nin visualised that June was also unable to obtain pleasure when she licked her. In the 
dream, Nin’s awareness of the effect that their coupling had on others, her concern over what 
Henry thought, and distress that they were causing people to wait, all showed Nin’s anxiety 
over the social acceptability of the relationship. Nin was aware that the coupling of women 
was taboo, even in her dreams. She seemed more concerned with how they were being 
watched than she was with exploring her desire for June. 
This tension between Nin’s desire for June and her prescribed role as a woman was 
later compacted in Nin’s response to Henry’s bewilderment regarding lesbianism. Nin 
theorised that “the love between women is a refuge and an escape into harmony. In the love 
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between man and woman there is resistance and conflict. Two women do not judge each 
other, brutali[s]e each other, or find anything to ridicule. They surrender to sentimentality, 
mutual understanding, romanticism. Such love is death, I’ll admit.”
499
 Nin’s limited and 
myopic understanding of same-sex alliance is primarily conceived of in terms of capitulation. 
She seemed to believe that an alliance with a woman would be the end of a war between 
sexes. For Nin, this was a necessary war that would be productive due to competing drives. 
This seems to be a reiteration of the popular psychoanalytic theory at the time. This theory 
equated love between women with the capacity for only the life-drive Eros, thus warning 
against an over-abundance that could be deadly because it was seen as preventing the balance 
between life and death-drives. Furthermore, June was symbolic of the cultural ‘maternal’ in 
Nin’s descriptions. She was natural, intuitive, impulsive, yet unable, according to Nin, to 
rationalise her behaviour in order to understand it after she had acted. Nin was afraid of her 
relationship with June, because it symbolised, for her, a very real danger of creative death, in 
the fusion of two women. Nin’s mistake was to assume that the problem that she faced in her 
own experiences with June was representative of the limited productive potential in all 
homosexual relationships. In Nin’s re-configuration of relationships and alliances, she was 
unfortunately unable to imagine a same-sex relationship as productive. Perhaps the dominant 
and heteronormative values of reproduction were only re-affirmed for Nin, because she could 
not force her own desire to align with her intellectual expectations for an intimate encounter 
with June.   
Interestingly, Anaϊs Nin’s bisexuality is a subject that has gone largely undocumented 
by scholars. Unfortunately, this is representative of a continuation of an all too common 
“whiting out” of homosexual relationships between women in literary history.
500
 For 
instance, the editor of Sky Blue Press, Paul Herron defines Nin’s sexual relationships with 
women in the following terms: “while Anaïs Nin found some women erotic and actually 
wound up in bed with a few of them, in the strictest sense of the words “lesbian” and 
“bisexual,” she was neither.”
501
 Admittedly, Nin documented what Herron describes as “rare 
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… sometimes graphic” accounts “of her relations with women,” but she also “once said, ‘I 
never liked kissing a woman’s sex.’”
502
  As further justification of Nin’s supposed aversion to 
‘lesbian’ sexuality, Herron explains that Nin “certainly enjoyed the idea of it, but not the 
act.”
503
 This is consistent with Nin’s desire to gain as much passionate blood experience as 
she could, in that she often fantasised about sexual encounters, and engaged in those 
encounters, only to be disappointed in some way. In an unpublished 1940 diary, Nin denies 
bisexuality, confirming that she was attracted to women but did not feel comfortable 
following these attractions with sexual acts. 
However, the question must be posed, that if Nin engaged in sexual acts with women, 
why were they excluded from the published, “unexpurgated” material? Furthermore, the most 
recent edition of these “unexpurgated”
504
 diaries, Mirages, as well as the only scholarly 
publication for Nin’s work, “A Café in Space”, are published and edited by Herron, who has 
access and the opportunity to share these accounts. Finally, many would argue, and have 
argued, that sexual practice does not necessarily dictate sexual orientation. Asexuals can still 
identify as specific orientations and not practise them, and many homosexuals have been 
found to negotiate several sexual identities simultaneously.
505
 For example, Nin protested that 
she “hate[d] penis sucking”
506
 too, but nowhere is it suggested that Nin was not attracted to 
men. Nin’s creative approach to sexuality still bewilders even those who know her work 
extensively. Perhaps this is yet another opportunity for scholarly research on Nin’s 
supposedly unexpurgated diaries. Yet, in terms of Nin’s bodily practice, Nin’s sexual 
experiences with June provide yet another example of Nin’s persistence in defying what were 
conventional sexual and familial roles, of thinking and working through her sexual identity, 
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constantly re-defining it as a fluid but fundamental part of her artistic life. She wrote about 
another female she was draw to: 
I realise how far I have moved from true lesbianism, and how it is only the artist in 
me, the dominating energy, which expands in order to fecundate beautiful women on 
a plane which is difficult to apprehend and which bears no relation whatsoever to 
ordinary sexual activity. Who will believe the breadth and height of my ambitions 
when I perfume Ana Maria’s beauty with my knowledge, my experience, when I 
dominate and court her to enrich her, to create her?
507
    
As evidenced in this except, Nin moved away from looking at her attractions as lesbian, and 
instead saw them as evidence of her greater artistic project and identity. Looking back at her 
relationship with June, Nin explained that it could not have persisted because there “is no life 
in the love between women”.
508
 Nin seems to have believed that lesbian relationships risked a 
destructive form of fusion, in that two women could not (re)produce through difference.  This 
reflects more on the psychoanalytic climate of the time, where same sex relationships were 
often pathologised. It appears that If Nin was limited by these notions, and it may be seen that 
she was both heavily influenced and restricted by the heterosexist social and familial 
environment in which she developed. Ultimately, Nin could not influence her own desire or 
bodily responses to June. Though she was certainly not afraid of the taboo of lesbianism, Nin 
could not seem to make more of the relationship than one of mutual affection, admiration, 
and an important intellectual exercise. 
Nin ultimately felt herself to be the intermediary between Henry and June Miller. This 
was her achievement in relation to both, as not subsumed by either but instead a subject in her 
own right. She “saw two truths with clarity…” she believed in “Henry as a human being…” 
though she was also “fully aware of the literary monster.” She also believed “in June, 
although…fully aware of her destructive power.”
509
 Nin realised that they “need a 
translator!”
510
 and she could be it. Nin worked to reconcile the two, and stepped away from 
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trying to inhabit the role of either one. This shows her acceptance of the role of an individual 
subject who possessed her own language that could speak between others.  
 
Henry Miller 
If Nin felt that conflict, as generated by gender difference, was central to a creative life, then 
Henry Miller, June’s husband, certainly represented the artistic potential of the ‘other’. It was 
only a few weeks after June left that Nin began to sleep with Henry Miller. As their 
relationship intensified, Nin’s declarations of love for June lessened, and she and Miller 
began to talk of June as a kind of hazard to their newfound intimacy. In this way, Nin moved 
her position in the pseudo-family to that of Miller’s new wife. There were many times that 
Miller hinted and and spoke of getting married,
511
 but it never eventuated into actuality from 
the imaginative. This is probably because Nin was refiguring the role of wife, and attempting 
to be the kind of wife who would not be abandoned by her husband for another. She did this 
through her efforts to nourish Miller as an artist and be his symbolic mother, but at the same 
time to maintain the space between their lives.  
Henry I: Wifely alliance – creative/intellectual/sexual 
The seductive qualities that June had inspired perhaps led Nin to finally join Henry Miller in 
his hotel room and initiate the physical element of their relationship a few months later.
512
 
Interestingly, as the relationship developed, Henry certainly proved to be the sexual force that 
Nin had desired. But intellectually and, perhaps, spiritually, he failed to meet her 
expectations. Though he had initially represented a possible alliance in both body and 
intellect, Nin found that Miller became more and more reliant on her. He was not just 
financially dependent, but also used her literary material and directions in order to write 
about June. This had become less and less reciprocal, and though Miller critiqued Nin’s 
grammatical errors fiercely and often, there was little positive contribution that he contributed 
to Nin’s writing style. Nin, on the other hand, was responsible for Miller’s inspiration, and, 
perhaps more importantly, his income. She gave half of the monthly allowance given to her 
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from Hugo straight to Henry, and helped him to find a quiet place to work. Somewhat 
perversely, Nin effectively gave Miller a room (and womb) of his own, yet neglected her own 
creative needs. As Miller worked, Nin struggled to use the other half of the allowance to take 
care of the household repairs, furnishings, and the outfits that her husband expected her to 
buy for herself. What is more, in pursuing a sexual relationship with Miller, Nin eventually 
adopted a nurturing - even a maternal role - towards Miller, providing for his practical daily 
needs so that he could freely pursue his art. This all too familiar dynamic would last for 
several decades, before Nin simply refused to participate any longer. For Nin, Miller was the 




Henry II: Childlike dependent Henry/ Nin as nurturer (Mother) 
The disappointing dynamic of depletion and sacrifice unfortunately became a pattern for Nin, 
repeated many times throughout her life. Illustrative of this pattern, was her relationship with 
Henry Miller. Though their relationship continued for many years, it was this kind of 
dependence that tired and frustrated Nin. Nin’s frequently appearing umbilical cord stood as 
an appropriate metaphor for what was often a disappointing dynamic. The umbilical cord 
offers the child nutrient-rich blood, returning depleted blood to the mother, and this is a 
poetic aesthetic, illustrative of the imposed relationship between genders. The blood-loss can 
also be seen as a poetic representation of the loss of a different form of relationship and 
subjective experience, directly resulting from the pre-existing neutering discourse of the 
feminine body in relation to man. Nin noted that Miller “act[ed] like a child,”
514
 “look[ed] 
naϊf like a child” and “arouse[d] something in [her] which [was] no longer desire but a 
terrible kind of maternal yearning.”
515
 Miller’s need was depleting Nin’s resources, both 
emotionally and materially. For Nin, Miller had begun to inspire the maternal effacement that 
she was working so hard to resist, and Nin risked neglecting herself in her desire to protect 
him. 
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Citing Freud's opinion that in order to love men, it is necessary for women to discard 
love of self and of the mother, Irigaray wrote that women could no longer love or desire the 
other man if they could not love themselves.
516
 Five years after they began their relationship, 
Nin began to notice Miller’s attempts to undermine her work and attack her diary more and 
more. She became tired of his approach to writing about women, expressing her 
dissatisfaction in the way that he depersonalised and characterised women: “instead of 
investing each woman with a different face, he [took] pleasure in reducing all women to a 
biological aperture.”
517
  Nin felt that his preoccupation with sex meant that he was unable to 
“perceive an equal,” and she wished that she could “awaken in him the consciousness of the 
other.”
518
 Indeed, Nin eventually wrote of the fracturing she felt as she realised that she could 
not “put all [her] life in the hands of the One. Henry is still the Son, and a completely 
egotistical son”
519
. The use of the proper noun alludes to a patriarchal and religious lineage, 
that Henry was valued and privileged (and is still today) as a member of the canon that 
accepts only a specific kind of art. Nin knew that she could not comfortably participate in this 
lineage, and she would have to find a place for herself. 
The delicate dance of independence and close encounter could be a reason for the 
longevity of Nin’s relationship with Henry Miller, as she (at least to begin with) wrote that 
she had “never encroached on his liberty … out of this his strength was born.”
520
 She added 
that “to Henry I have been able to make the greatest gift: that of not holding, of keeping our 
two souls independent yet fused. The greatest miracle of wise love. And it is this he gives me 
too.”
521
 Nin was deeply tied to Miller, but the relationship became one of blood loss, where 
there was little reciprocity in her umbilical connection to him. As she explained to Miller, “I 
wanted to give birth to Henry Miller, and the last effort of that birth was to leave you alone, 
not to help you, to let you be born into your own strength.”
522
 Nin had laboured to be both 
                                                 
516
Irigaray, An Ethics of Sexual Difference. p. 66 
 
517
 Nin, The Diary of Anaϊs Nin: Volume Two, 260. 
 
518
 Nin, The Diary of Anaϊs Nin: Volume Two, 260 
 
519
 Nin, The Diary of Anaϊs Nin: Volume Two, 260 
 
520
 Nin, Incest, 131. 
521
 Nin, Incest, 131.  
 
522




wife and mother to Miller, but she was left depleted. This relationship reflects Nin’s 
understanding of her mother’s strength, and her tireless efforts to take care of Joaquin’s 
demands as a mother and a wife. Just as motherhood was “thrust” onto Rosa, Nin felt the 
same role thrust onto her in relation to Miller.
523
 Nin continued to use her subconscious 
umbilical connections to reflect and re-situate herself in every kind of family dynamic except 
for the tumultuous one that she lived with her mother. As her relationship with Miller, the 
demanding son, was not working, Nin next took the step to literally take the place of her own 
mother in a sexual relationship with her father. 
Allendy 
Nin was hoping for a father in the therapist role, but the situation was swiftly reversed by Nin 
as she seduced him. Nin was first introduced to psychoanalysis by her cousin Eduardo, a 
patient of Allendy’s. In yet another perversion of the family dynamic, Eduardo claimed that 
Nin was his fixation. Remarkably, the analyst-come-pimp Allendy attempted to convince Nin 
to sleep with her cousin so that he could overcome his issue. Nin declined. Later, Nin 
suffered again from the reality of imbalance, or mis-match, when Allendy failed to meet her 
sexual desires. Nin blamed his impotence on his inability to combine passionate, embodied 
experiences with his intellect. She viewed this dissonance as a causal factor for the struggles 
that Allendy faced with his less than agreeable sensual responses. She explained: 
What I hated today was, with Allendy, seeing through life as a drama which can be 
handled, dominated, tampered with – to feel that is to know the springs of life is to 
destroy the essence of life, which is faith, terror, mystery. Today I saw the horror of 
wisdom. The mortal price one pays for it! 
The question is: Have men died today because they have tampered with the sources of 
life, or did they tamper with the sources of life because they were dead and obtained 
an illusion of livingness from the handling of life?
524
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The external voice of the ‘detached’ therapist was entirely unhelpful for Nin as Allendy’s 
intellect, and tendency toward manipulation, overrode his emotional and physical impulses- 
stultifying all interactions. 
Incest/Father: The Divided Self 
I was divided, and dying because of the division – the struggle to seize the joy, and 
joy unattainable. The oppressive unreality. Life again receding, eluding me. I had the 
man I loved with my mind; I had him in my arms, in my body. I had the essence of his 
blood in my body. The man I sought throughout the world, who branded my 
childhood and haunted me… 
This man’s love, because of the similitudes between us, because of the blood relation, 
atrophied my joy … the sperm was a poison, a love that was a poison …
525
 
In July, 1933, at the age of 30, Nin wrote “Father Story”.
526
 Having been estranged from her 
father, Joaquin Nin for almost twenty years, she spent a holiday with him in Valescure, 
France, where they engaged in an incestuous relationship. It is fascinating that Nin described 
her father’s semen and their love as a “poison.”
527
 For Nin, the incest taboo might have been 
real, but instead of blindly accepting the social law that would suggest it to be true, she 
wished to find out for herself. Psychoanalytic readings of Nin’s encounters with her father 
rightly abound. For example, Nin’s seduction of her father as a plan to conquer her neurosis 
was emphasised by Allendy as her traumatic early loss of the father and her subsequent need 
to find him in other men. It is clear that Allendy already believed that these kinds of familial 
traumas should be cured through catharsis, and, if possible, actual playing out. Furthermore, 
when Nin wrote about the experience, she was able to transform it, and retrieve her sense of 
self. In A Woman Speaks, Nin calls the alchemy of storytelling an “anti-toxin” that allows a 
safe place “in which to reconstruct ourselves after shattering experiences.”
528
 So Nin, in a 
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sense, drank the poison of the incest taboo, and then exorcised it through writing down the 
experience, thus transforming any earlier trauma associated with her father. 
Nin initially idealised her father as the ultimate partner, her twin; the man for whom 
she had been searching. In her search for true intellectual and physical affinity, Nin looked to 
her father to fulfil her both spiritually and sexually. Nin’s father flattered her excessively, 
both before and during the visit, comparing their likenesses. Perhaps hoping to finally find an 
equal for her idealised encounter, Nin resisted Hugo’s warnings regarding her father’s 
characteristic seductive manipulations, and excitedly made plans to visit her father 
frequently. Unfortunately, Nin’s infamous “father story” seemed equally as unimpressive for 
her as it was impressive for later scandalised readers of her posthumously published diary, 
Incest. The potential of the encounter surpassed the actuality, as she loved her father with her 
mind, but was unable to physically enjoy their sexual encounter. Unsurprisingly, Nin was 
unable to achieve a sense of affinity with Joaquin, as her supposed ideal fell far short in 
reality. Having wilfully endured woeful sex with Joaquin, that was neither sexually satisfying 
nor intellectually or spiritually stimulating, Nin felt that she must reassure her father and offer 
him pity. Perhaps the disappointment is most reflected in Nin’s casual and somewhat 
emotionally-removed tone in her account of acts of incest that she and her father engaged in. 
For example, Nin wrote of sinking “into the dim, veiled, unclimaxed joy”
529
 forcing herself to 
feel passion whilst they had sex, and later whilst in bed with him, she noticed his tears, and 
wrote of feeling “awkward.”
530
 
Interestingly, the night before they engaged in the first sexual act, Nin’s father regaled 
her with stories of her mother. A prelude to their own encounter, Joaquin offered what Deidre 
Bair describes as, “an instantaneous rejection of everything that Rosa Nin stood for, and a 
total repudiation of her character and behaviour.”
531
 Joaquin Nin offered a version of Rosa 
Nin that was vastly different to the mother Anaϊs Nin had known, and this Rosa Nin was a 
vulgar, sex-hungry and unhygienic “shrew”. Nin was repelled by this description of her 
mother, yet impressed by Joaquin’s courage in enduring such torture for the sake of his 
family, especially his children. After this, Nin wrote of her father’s heroism, and left out any 
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more details of Rosa. This was a kind of erasure, and perhaps Nin’s opportunity not only to 
further identify with her father, but to take her mother’s place, both mentally and physically. 
She admitted to “admiring a sensual potency that automatically negates my mother’s 
values.”
532
 So this was an attempted annihilation of the mother, on Nin’s part. Sonia Blades 
describes the distinction made by Joaquin between Rosa and himself as one of the “seductive 
artist”, who is gifted with his skills in artifice, versus the grotesque “naturalist.”
533
 She quotes 
Nin, who wrote in revulsion about the discussion:  
Terrible list of crude details. Smell of perspiration, strong smell of unwashed sex. 
These things tortured my Father, the aristocrat, cursed besides with an excessive sense 
of smell – a passion for perfumes and refinements. The period bandages left in the 
night table, the underclothing not changed every day.
534
 
Blades explains that Joaquin exhibits “the accoutrements of seduction: perfumes and 
refinements, cover up and over the material reality of sex and the sexual body, with its smells 
and voracity.
535
 She notes that, to Nin, “the seductive body is a well-managed, controlled 
body. Sex is figured here as that which devours seductiveness (Rosa Nin is voracious) but not 
before it has tortured it and stripped away all its artifice.”
536
 Nin’s terror at becoming her 
mother and her rejection of all the things that she equates with maternity is explicitly clear 
here. Though many read Nin’s sexual encounter with her father as an effort to conquer and 
abandon”
537
 him as he had abandoned her, it could be argued that her will to conquer her own 
mother was just as strong, if not stronger, in these scenes. Blades also notes that Nin aligned 
herself with her father, but, perhaps more interestingly, Nin was able to use this encounter to 
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reject her mother and supersede her place in the family.
538
 Nin identifies with her father’s 
artistry in artifice and seduction, noting her own artifice – a satin negligée,
539
 and is able to, 
quite literally, take the place of her mother and offer her father a reflection of himself. 
Anaϊs Nin made the move that sexually consummated their encounter, and very soon 
after, her father showed signs of vulnerability and fear of losing her. Nin became 
disinterested and unable to find pleasure. As the encounters continued, Nin noted that she was 
no longer troubled by her own lack of “joy”
540
 and submitted thoroughly to the 
“completion”
541
 of her father’s. This self-sacrifice and focus on serving his needs with well-
meaning insincerity proved to again be an experience that did little to “move” Nin and left 
her again wishing to flee from her role in the “unreality”.
542
 In what Bair hyperbolically and 
erroneously described as a “non-stop orgiastic frenzy,”
543
 Nin seemed to find little pleasure, 
actually describing a combination of “terror” and revulsion. Bair writes that Nin was thrilled 
by her father’s insecurities.
544
 However, Nin described the remarks made by her father as 
“unbearable” which caused her great “anxiety.”
545
 Furthermore, when her father wept on their 
final night together, Nin felt “ungenerous”
546
 and called him “another man. The sensitive, 
sentimental man.”
547
 After being the man that she searched for in all men, Nin’s father very 
quickly became a child, and again Nin was forced into a maternal role rather than that of an 
equal.   
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This taboo-breaking experience with her father has received a disproportionate 
amount of attention in relation to Nin’s work. In reality, this encounter was merely one of a 
number of curious, psychically challenging encounters for Nin. Not all of her sexual 
encounters can be seen to fit neatly within the psychoanalytic family dynamic that Nin made 
flesh. Indeed, one can even detect another layer to Nin’s complex and fraught relationship 
with her father that complicates a simplistic Freudian reading. For example, Nin was 
devoutly Catholic in her younger years, and later reflected that she was searching for her 
father through spiritual experiences. There were many times that she mixed the two, and even 
wrote about taking Communion, and instead of taking in the Holy father, imagining that she 
was with her own father.
548
 She later explained that wanted to receive his flesh instead of 
Gods, communing with him, interpreted this desire as an “incestuous passion.”
549
 The 
scenario mimics the totemic ritual that Freud believed to be intrinsic to men entering into the 
social realm, where they symbolically take a piece of their father into their own body in order 
to assimilate him into themselves. This is further established when Nin discusses her sexual 
responses to and associations with spiritual and religious practises, including her story in 
Delta of Venus, of a young girl desperately rubbing against a priest’s gown and secretly 
bringing herself to orgasm. In repeated challenges to male authority through use of 
supposedly dangerous female sexuality, Nin performed the role of transgressive seductress, 
but this keeps power imbalances in place as male partners refuse to acknowledge her intellect 
and emotional self as well as her physical and symbolic self. Nin was attempting to both push 
sexual/social limitations or boundaries and also overcome her neuroses. After the act, she 
seemed unmoved and continued on with her journey. It was not her father’s ‘poison’ that Nin 
wished to imbibe, nor his position that she wished to inhabit, as it denied her own self-
creation. As she wrote: “Father, the creator, had to give birth to the woman to whom he 
would give his soul, and he could only give his soul to his own image, or to his reflection of 
it, the child born of him.” By comparing himself to her, Joaquin wanted Nin to be his 
projection, which wouldn’t allow her to establish her own identity. Nin was searching for 
something else. 
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I am not yet satisfied. I still have something to say. And yet what I have to say is 
really distinct from the artist and art. It is the woman who has to speak.”
550
 




Disillusioned after finding the psychoanalytic diagnoses and patterns purported by Allendy to 
be insufficient and reductive in the face of her tests, Nin was still in search of an intellectual 
understanding that could account for her desires and her bodily practise. In looking to 
reconcile her creative practise with her desires, Nin sought further analysis with Otto Rank. 
This period of time with Rank inspired some of the contents in the second edited diary of 
Anaϊs Nin, which was published in the Unexpurgated Dairies, entitled Incest and Fire. In 
addition to her increased creative output, Nin enjoyed the psychoanalytic mentorship of 
Rank. Initially it was her ‘artistic’ self that Nin resolved to take to Rank, particularly as his 
research focused on the psychoanalysis of the artist. Initially, Rank encouraged Nin to discard 
her diary which he viewed as a compulsion, and an obstacle between Nin and her 
psychoanalysis. Though Nin found this plausible, and strained to follow Rank’s advice by 




In his work, Rank had recognised that Freud had not traced early infant relationships 
back far enough to the primary exchange between the mother and child. Perhaps due to this, 
he advocated the binary opposition of male and female, and this seemed to be the source of 
some of Nin’s tension and turmoil. Rank proposed that as men were cured they would 
become artists, but women who were cured would become women.
553
 This position was, of 
course, a serious flaw in Rank’s understanding and treatment of Nin. On the one hand, he 
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offered her a new perspective from which to write, encouraging her to pursue the “woman.” 
Part of Rank’s therapy included taking Nin to see the work of artists he admired, including 
frequent visits to Chana Orloff’s studio, where Orloff sculpted and painted the pregnant 
subject. Rank repeatedly drew Nin’s attention back to the maternal in many of his 
discussions, yet on the other hand he suggested that there was a battle between the ‘woman’ 
and the ‘artist’ in Nin. For Rank, Nin had to pick one singular identity, in order to enjoy 
psychic cohesion. This internalised ‘battle’, however, actually allowed Nin to find her vision 
as both a woman and an artist, by bringing the two together.  
Disappointingly, Rank often made gender-based distinctions in his theoretical and 
psychoanalytic work on artists, in that he believed that only the male was capable of creation 
because of his destructive nature. Rank thereby concluded that the female was better suited to 
a role as a muse, or a mother. Indeed, Rank repeatedly expressed the illogical and bigoted 
view that as women could not destroy, women could not be successful artists. This position 
challenged Nin, who certainly possessed the capacity to destroy, but who also went to 
extreme efforts to save and protect the feelings of those she cared about. She wrote, “I am 
always tightrope dancing. I need abundance, and I want to hurt no-one.”
554
  
Indeed, Nin attempted to protect and to nurture Rank, playing a kind of maternal role 
toward him, and encouraging him to grow and uncover more of himself. When Nin 
questioned Rank about his childhood, he offered her a litany of his childhood stories, then 
tearfully remarked that he always was the listener and could finally talk to Nin, as “nobody 
ever asked me about myself and my life before. I have to listen to others all the time. Nobody 
ever asked me what I was like as a child.”
555
 Nin regarded their relationship as an opportunity 
to give Rank back to himself, albeit with her intervention. Having thoroughly reversed the 




Eventually, Nin convinced Rank that there were other possible avenues for a woman 
to explore that might allow her to retain both her emotional ties, and her desire to create. In 
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other words, Nin adeptly resisted Rank’s absurd assertions about gender, and his insistence 
on her supposedly obligatory passive maternal role, as she had total belief in the creative 
potential that she knew she possessed. Furthermore, Nin’s reluctance to adopt a maternal role 
can be partly attributed to her fear of repeating her own mother’s martyrdom. Nin wished to 
create something for and of herself, rather than offer love, support, and other kinds of self-
effacements to children, who would only grow and leave her.  
Consequently, by insisting that Nin was not suited to creation, due to her reproductive 
capacities, Rank, perhaps unwittingly, drove Nin to embrace these imagined limitations as 
characteristics of style and approach that could be utilised in her work. Indeed, in her essay 
“The Birth of a Theory: Motherhood as Feminine creativity,” Diane Richard-Allerdyce 
emphasised Otto Rank’s influence on Nin’s use of the maternal as a metaphor for creativity. 
Richard-Allerdyce indicates that Rank’s eventual approval of Nin’s diary writing as creative 
work gave Nin permission to develop a feminine discourse based on the “comparison of 
writing and psychoanalysis to birth”.
557
 Whilst Rank confirmed and encouraged the 
distinction that Nin had necessarily made between her own work and that of the male writers 
she knew, these ideas were not new to her. It was, perhaps most of all, Rank’s difference that 
inspired Nin. She had already begun to develop her writing technique, but as Richard-
Allerdyce suggests, it was Rank’s eventual approval of Nin’s approach that allowed her to 
feel confident enough to progress in her practice. Richard-Allerdyce attributes this to Nin’s 
experience as a patient of Rank’s, undergoing a process of psychoanalytic transference, 
where she was first able to identify Rank as a (more stable) father figure. According to 
Richard-Allerdyce, Rank then guided Nin carefully through to a process of identification; 
culminating in her taking on some of his patients in the practise of psychoanalysis with him, 
so that she could inhabit his position in order to ultimately take his place as her own parent or 
author of her own life, and ultimately, sever their ties.  
This was certainly a period of healing for Nin, where she was able to look at Rank as 
her equal, and even move beyond this perspective in order to finally work independently of 
him, but also furnish him with the kind of freedom that she felt she had received from him. 
This is where she, as woman, took the place of an intellectual equal, and also was able to 
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offer her “feminine” and maternal answer to his insights, by encouraging him to speak, 
dance, and develop as a person. Not long after joining Rank in New York to practise 
psychoanalysis with some of his former patients, Nin attended his lectures and observed how 
her unique practise had influenced his theories and understandings of women. She recorded: 
Rank gave a lecture on the psychology of women. He says I have added to his 
knowledge of woman. He always wanted to write poetically and dramatically and I 
am writing what he feels is the poetry and drama of neurosis. So the man who took 




Nin’s relationship to Rank underlines the importance of her diary in establishing a break, and 
thus cutting the cord. 
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Nin re-imagined the umbilical as an instrumental element of her innovative approach 
to refiguring the maternal position for herself and for others.  Though the umbilical was 
partially an experimental process, often fraught by tendencies to repeat the role she felt to be 
limited (this is unsurprising, as the reproduction of a mother’s traits by her daughter is 
culturally typical, over-simplified, and over-represented), this reimaging cannot simply be 
understood through the fantasy of self-birth. Nin recognised the absence of alternative 
expressions of motherhood, so she had to make them for herself. She creatively explored the 
potential for the maternal role to flow into new and creative forms of subjective and 
intersubjective play. During this time, Nin found the value of combining mental, physical, 
and sensual practise. Instead of accepting theory alone, she used her body to test out and 
rework psychoanalytic and philosophical dogmas. During this time, Nin did not simply 
disentangle herself from her mother and replicate the process by taking on her role, but also 
deftly navigated the process of re-weaving intimate relationships through what she knew of 
motherhood and felt passionately. Through this re-weaving (facilitated by Nin’s metaphorical 
umbilical cords) Nin was able to establish spaces where she could preserve close connections 
and simultaneously manage to move autonomously within them. Furthermore, whilst Nin did, 
at times, succumb to the fantasy of mother-replacement and erasure through a kind of 
identificatory process, she found those particular instances unfulfilling because they 
ultimately placed her in the limited role that she wished to either avoid or augment. Nin’s 
most effective experiments emerged from instead using these relationships to forge dynamic 
spaces within her encounters with others. This was highly influenced by her ambivalent but 
important relationship to her mother, yet is was deliberately untethered from the conventions 





3. Spilling Blood and The Birth of Self  
On being the Womb: Rebirth Through Self 
Abortion 
There is an inherent irony in Nin’s active refusal of maternity, and her simultaneous 
development of a philosophy of nurturing and symbiotic generation. However, rejecting 
conventional motherhood allowed Nin to construct and redeploy an alternative narrative to a 
traditionally limiting role as it has been prescribed by male social and intellectual discourse. 
Nin had felt the real effects of cultural matricide that would silence the mother and use her 
only as a platform for identity formation. Just as she had struggled to do with Rosa, Nin knew 
that a child was expected to sever ties with the mother in order to establish an independent 
identity. Nin’s development of a maternal discourse was based on resisting the conventional 
notions of a good mother, whose social function would be “always restricted to the dimension 
of need”
559
 and laboured to serve her individual desires and assist those of her loved ones. As 
Richard-Allerdyce eloquently outlines; Nin chose to prevent the lives of several biological 
children in order to safeguard her other “children…her own art and other artists, siblings 
often in conflict.” By refusing to become a mother, Nin was able to re-harness and discuss the 
ambivalence of maternity, and safeguard her own agency and choice. To Nin, each pregnancy 
was “an obscure conflict”
560
 between body and voice. She struggled with whether it was 
possible to be both an artist and a mother, so she chose not to have her own children. In order 
to remain childless in the biological sense, Nin underwent three abortions in her lifetime, 
terminating all of her pregnancies. 
Nin was advanced even for the modernists of the twentieth century, because she was 
insisting on her own reproductive rights, but also rethinking motherhood rather than 
dispensing with it altogether. As O’Reilly and Podnieks find, in the plots of some twentieth-
century authors, females began to act with agency due to their ability to either choose or 
reject motherhood. This came particularly in the times of scientific advancements in birth 
control and women’s emancipation. However, Nin was writing on these topics before many 
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of the aforementioned advancements had occurred, which is perhaps one of the reasons why 
she was initially taken up and celebrated by feminists in the 1960s. Nin saw beyond the 
simple freedom of being able to choose or reject motherhood, because she not only chose to 
reject biological motherhood, but found freedom in also choosing a symbolic motherhood 
and redefining it for herself. This re-embracement of motherhood, whilst simultaneously 
rejecting the convention of it for herself would perhaps explain the difficulty in situating Nin 
amongst other writers celebrated as part of the feminist canon. When Nin chose to terminate 
her pregnancies in France in 1934 and in the United States in 1940, abortion was illegal. 
Despite this, women who had financial means and access to the right doctors could still 
obtain medical abortions in secret, at the risk and discretion of their physicians.  
When she first fell pregnant in 1934, Nin believed that Miller was the father, but he 
was also possibly Hugo, or even her own father. She saw a sage-femme, (unlicensed 
practitioner) who, according to Nin, gave her herbal concoctions to terminate the pregnancy 
but they were not effective, so she had a late-term abortion and was forced to go through a 
premature labour. Silenced by the legalities and social stigma of abortion, Nin was unable to 
share her experience with candour. In order to overcome this silencing and tell the story, she 
wrote the piece “Birth” that was published as part of the collection of fiction titled Under a 
Glass Bell. “Birth” was faithful to her diary entries, except that it framed the experience as a 
stillbirth. This piece was received well initially, but many felt betrayed later when it emerged 
that Nin had portrayed the abortion as a stillbirth.
561
 Some argued that it was a story she 
should have shared honestly, in solidarity with those pushing for political change. Despite 
this, Nin was creating a space for liberation that was in line with her own philosophy of 
understanding. She wasn’t interested in the political act of “declaring war,”
562
 rather she was 
attempting to “elucidat[e] women’s feelings”
563
 so that a greater understanding of women’s 
experiences could perhaps affect psychological and relational change. Nin also depicted the 
injustice of the medical treatment available to women in Paris during the 1930s. As Fay 
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writes, Nin’s writing: “ask[s] readers to contemplate the inequities they might otherwise have 
ignored. The stories, in fact, presage harsh contemporary realities, specifically the battles 
over abortion and the unavailability of medical care for certain segments of American 
society.”
564
 For Nin, sharing her personal struggles with the politics of childbirth meant a 
compassionate commitment to later changes for others by casting light on the difficulties of 
maternal experiences.  
Not long after discovering the pregnancy, Nin made her resistance to the role clear. 
She knew that she had already taken on social mothering and protested: 
I refuse to continue to be the mother. I have been the mother of my brothers, of the 
weak, of the poor, of Hugh, of my lovers, of my Father. I want only to live for the 
love of man, and as an artist –as a mistress, as creator. Not motherhood, immolation, 




An element in Nin’s argument against biological maternity was the profusion of men who 
remained like dependent infants as a result of social mothering. Interestingly, her vehement 
“refus[al] to continue to be the mother”
566
 came after her first lamentation that the father was 
probably Henry Miller, and that it was because he wasn’t able to be a father that she could 
not have a child because “Henry doesn’t want it.”
567
 She explained that Miller remained “a 
child himself and [did] not wish a rival.”
568
 So, in part, Nin’s refusal of the role was due to 
her conflicting responsibilities, but also to avoid repeating her own orphaning.
569
  
Nin still equated motherhood with the “selflessness”
570
 that she had witnessed in her 
mother, and she had decided that she did not want to recreate the same situation, despite 
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having already admitted to doing just that with her brothers, her husband, and her lovers. She 
also wasn’t interested in bringing her child into a world only to be abandoned and rejected by 
their father. In fact, this reasoning was clearest when Nin spoke extensively to her unborn 
child in her unexpurgated diary Incest and explained the reasons why it would be better to 
remain unborn. Many of these reasons led back to her ultimate claim that the father was not 
present in any sense. Here, Nin was doing something fascinatingly subversive. Instead of 
agreeing with the cultural trope that encouraged symbolic matricide, Nin claimed that it was 
the father who was in fact dead. She wrote that “[t]here is no father on earth. The father is 
this shadow of God the Father cast on the world, a shadow larger than man.”
571
 Countering a 
culture of matricide, Nin insisted that it was the father who didn’t exist. In this, Nin was 
making an argument against the expectation of social mothering, and the consequences not 
just for women, but for men who she then saw as infantilised and dependent. This is also an 
interesting subversion in a culture that is often guilty of infantilising women, rather than men.  
Whilst refocusing on herself as both mother and agent, Nin also emphasised the 
superiority of physicality over culture. She depicted her interior space as one that would lull 
and protect the infant from an entrance into the cruelty of the world. She repeatedly referred 
to the “warmth and darkness”
572
 of her womb, housing the child who was in the “paradise of 
nonbeing.”
573
 During the long labour, Nin admitted that she was not “pushing with all [her] 
strength”
574
 because “a part of [her] did not want to push out the child. She added that: 
A part of me lay passive, did not want to push anyone, not even this dead fragment of 
myself, out into the cold, outside of me. All of me which chose to keep, to lull, to 
embrace, to love, all of me which carried, preserved, and protected, all of me which 
imprisoned the whole world in its passionate tenderness, this part of me would not 
thrust the child out, nor this past which died in me.
575
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This thesis agrees with Holmes, who found that Nin’s abortion symbolised the “overlap[ping 
of] her choice to be a metaphoric mother with her choice to prevent herself from becoming a 
literal mother.”
576
 Nin’s descriptions, characterised by conflict, express the difficult process 
of navigating a path between metaphor and lived, biological experience. 
Nin was involved with Gonzalo when she had her abortion in 1940, but she believed 
that Hugo was the biological father. She was also continuing her affair with Henry Miller, 
who might also have been the father. Nin and Hugo were in financial debt, her relationship 
with Gonzalo was temperamental, and it was the beginning of World War Two. Nin had 
moved to America, so this was where her abortion was performed. She wrote indignantly 
about the woman’s right to choose in passages that have only recently been published in the 
most recent in the Unexpurgated series: Mirages. Due to the complex legal and moral 
arguments concerning reproductive rights, and in terms of her socio-legal context, Nin would 
not have been able to lawfully terminate her first pregnancy at six months, let alone write 
candidly about the experience. However, through the story Stillbirth, and even through her 
own unexpurgated account of the experience, Nin was able to transform the narrative from 
termination to creation:     
Maturity is first the shedding of what you are not, and then the balancing of what you 
are in relation to another human being you love, and allowing the selves of that person 
which are not related to you to exist independently, outside of the relationship.
577
 
The greatest suffering does not come from living in mirages, but from awakening. 
There is no greater pain than awakening from a dream, the deep crying over the dying 
selves. Giving up the children seems like giving up my own life, my own 
youthfulness. Pain, terrible pain. A desert before me. I have no husband, no lover, and 
no child. At last I must relinquish all.
578
 
By acknowledging her own subjectivity, and her continuous struggle for identity as both a 
woman and an artist, Nin was able to discard the unrealistic expectations that she had for 
others and herself. Later, when Nin was undergoing another abortion, she spoke with a 
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woman sharing her room, and empathised with her desperation and gratitude to the doctor 
who had the power to terminate her pregnancy at his own discretion. It was then that Nin 
argued that motherhood was “a vocation like any other,”
579
 and for that reason it must be 
“chosen.”
580
 Nin wrote:  
A pregnant being is already a being in anguish. Each pregnancy is an obscure conflict. 
The break is not simple. You are tearing away a fragment of flesh and blood. Added 
to this deeper conflict is the anguish, the quest for the doctor, the fight against 
exploitation, the atmosphere of underworld bootlegging, a racket. The abortion is 
made a humiliation and a crime. Why should it be? Motherhood is a vocation like any 
other. It should be freely chosen, not imposed upon woman.
581
  
Nin reflected on the injustice of pregnant women being held hostage, repudiating the laws of 
the time that made abortion illegal and thus the necessity for the doctors operating in a covert 
and powerful manner that left their patients at their mercy. 
 
Nin & Subjectivity : A Woman’s Way 
Humanity and art were always opposites for me. When will they integrate? I see that when 
I want to be human, I have to slacken the tension which I always feel in my dealings with 
the world, in my work, and not in my diary or in my love.  
I can feel it now, how I have to loosen the overcharged tensions which created a kind of 
precious stone, and petrified the blood…Even if I am inventive, creative, innovative, I still 
feel I have to rid myself of the influence of the beliefs of the men I knew… 
The feminine desire to espouse the faith of those you love as I espoused my father’s and 
then my mother’s. I only swerved from each as my love changed. I swerved from 
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By violence only did I cut the cord.
583
 
After choosing to terminate several of her own pregnancies, and facing the death of both of 
her parents, Anaϊs Nin continued to reject conventional notions of motherhood and instead 
focussed her efforts on reclaiming a new kind of maternal identity. This was not an easy task, 
as Nin had to battle between competing needs relating to her art and her life. Following her 
many experiments with and re-definitions of the relationships of the family unit, Nin began to 
refine and produce the major work of her diaries with new confidence. She had finally set 
herself against “the beliefs of the men [she] knew”,
584
 in order to become a female artist, in 
her own image. This happened as a kind of birth after death.
585
 Nin was required to “swerve” 
away from all of her prior influences and make sense of her life for herself. This, for Nin, was 
only able to occur through an acceptance of death.  Nin was only able to recognise the 
potential of the narrative of her own life as a source for literary creativity, so long as she still 
refused to become a biological mother and trusted that her diaries could be her legacy. 
Through these, Nin harnessed the metaphorical and literary potential of motherhood, and for 
Nin, this was a kind of sublimation of the relationships to which she felt deeply tied and her 
own capacity for love into a project of non-biological maternity. Finally, through this, Nin 
was able to offer an expansion of the idea of motherhood. 
Re-entering the Myth Through the Diary: The “personified creation”586 
Early on in her project, Nin struggled to find a form of female creation that was not directly 
influenced by masculine discourse. But by 1937, Nin had begun to work toward (re)claiming 
the metaphorical and symbolic power of motherhood in her work, particularly in her diaries. 
In Reproducing the Womb: Images of Childbirth in Science, Feminist Theory, and Literature, 
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Alice Elaine Adams stresses the importance of “moving motherhood out of the institutional, 
determinist limits and giving it back to women, so they may experience it without 
restrictions.”
587
 By imaginatively seizing the metaphor of motherhood, and tracing and 
engendering her own self-birth through her diary writing, Nin was able to refuse the primary 
role of biology, and instead choose her artistic life as a kind of ongoing process of maternity. 
Nin was also able to dispute the problematic aspects of maternal myths through an embodied 
feminist literary intervention. Some of the other maternal myths that Nin addressed were the 
notion of sexual symbiosis that she often strove for in her relationships, and an image of the 
all-devouring, primitive, self-sacrificing mother, who hurt herself in order to be loved. Nin 
re-worked these myths by living them, though she did not entirely live the literal maternal 
role. Nin called this “the failure of my motherhood, of at least the embodiment of it, the 
abdication of one kind of motherhood for a higher one.”
588
 Nin instead explored alternative 
maternal narratives through her own tests of embodiment, analysis, and artful re-creation or 
re-appropriation. This was Nin’s eventual refusal to conflate mothering with self-sacrifice, 
and rather, to re-establish a metaphorical maternity as equally productive in terms of 
masculine standards of creativity. For example, she drew the distinction between impersonal 
masculine creativity — an abstract process that she referred to as “alchemy” that she felt 
exploited the personal and used it for other purposes - and her own feminine form of 
“personified creation.”
589
   
In her diary, Nin challenged the notion that objective authorial distance could be 
achieved, and instead delved into her own psyche and that of others. Though she struggled 
for much of her life to write and publish fiction, it was Nin herself who disowned the novels 
in favour of her diary. Nin wrote “I don’t know whether it was the lack of response to my 
fiction which made me feel I was being alienated or that I knew at a certain point that it 
would be the diary that would reach people.”
590
 For Nin, writing her diary was an act of 
authenticity, and she disliked her novels because she believed them to be deceitful. She did 
not feel comfortable in inventing new characters; rather, she fused together people she knew, 
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combined with aspects of herself to create the personalities in her novels. Ultimately, she was 
unable to conjure up new characters with the kind of manufactured distance that authors such 
as Henry Miller advised her to adopt. It seemed more important for Nin to articulate personal 
experiences that she felt she could share with others, to remain faithful to, yet transcend 
herself through this “reach[ing out of herself towards] people.”
591
  
As already discussed, the diaries have received too little attention, and even less 
appreciation. In Collages, Nin articulates what could be seen as a description of the 
importance of her diaries as creative products that were part of a kind of enriching self-
generation, as her protagonist had painted something “born from within just as her son had 
been, organic, part of her flesh.”
592
 In this comparison between creation and procreation, Nin 
did not distinguish between the woman’s art and her natural ability to produce new life. This 
new life was an extension of her, born “within”
593
 yet outside of, and thus not entirely, 
herself. Nin also saw the significance in other diaries. In an interview, she listed the diaries of 
George Sand, Amiel, Franz Kafka, Paul Klee, and Katherine Mansfield as some that she 
particularly enjoyed.
594
 In the same interview, Nin acknowledged that her diaries, though 
personal, had spoken for many, and so were in part, universal. She explained that “They 
would say: ‘It’s not your diary, it’s my diary.’”
595
  
After Nin’s many failed relationships, and her attempts at sexual symbiosis, she 
turned inward, to the self, and focused on her own self-creation. This is when the diary 
became an active way of taking her inner world and sharing it with an imagined public. This 
was formed by a poetic expression of her reproductive powers, which she based on the 
creative potential of the womb, on reclaiming her bodily experiences, and of giving birth to 
the self as fuel to establish a new form of writing, and potential encounters with others. Nin’s 
diary writing recreated and repositioned the typical images of womanhood, from depictions 
of biology and nurture, into opportunities for creative and social connections. 
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Even before she began to see the two female analysts who would encourage her to 
further express some of her theories of the female artist, Nin felt that there were significant 
errors within the psychoanalytic framework. For Nin, the journey was important to the artist, 
because it meant experience, which would then lead to an individual understanding of the 
correct path to follow. According to Nin, a significant error was that psychoanalysis seemed 
to dismiss what she believed to be a creative necessity as neurosis; calling her refusal to 
accept certain aspects of the world ‘evasions.’ Her experiences of psychoanalysis often 
included an older male who would attempt to take her diary away, but Nin knew that the 
diary was her tool for self-creation. The diary helped her to author her own experiences, so in 
this way she was not avoiding the ‘truth’ but rather, altering it. Nin struggled with the 
primacy of masculine experience that psychoanalysis emphasised, because she felt that the 
world was intolerable for her as a female and an artist, and thus believed that she needed to 
alter it (for herself) in order to bear it. This did not mean that Nin wished to destroy other 
understandings of the world, such as the kind psychoanalysis presented, rather, she wished to 
contribute a feminine perspective that was not there. Even Rank had conceded to Nin that 
psychoanalysis did not sufficiently address the experiences of women. She felt it necessary to 
resist and transcend masculine discourse, in order to “create … another world, a creative 
world in creative individuals.” To Nin, “repudiation of the actual world is right, fecund.”
596
 
This was not a denial of the “actual world” so much as it was a re-imagining of it that would 
allow a feminine subject to contribute her own experiences to the dominant narratives. 
Furthermore, Nin took issue with the fact that psychoanalytic theory often pathologised 
femininity and sought to cure what she considered artistically productive, such as the desire 
to return to the womb. In contradistinction to this search for a cure, Nin felt that she needed to 
pursue “a making of a womb out of the whole world, including everything in the womb…the 
all-englobing, all-encompassing womb, holding everything. Not being able to re-enter the 
womb, the artist becomes the womb.”
597
 This was no small point. Nin’s writing practise 
attempted to embrace the birth of self, and by becoming the womb, she imagined a possible 
world of self-creation. Additionally, this birth of the self allowed the female to become a 
subject in her own right, and thus she would be able to better work to engender others to do 
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the same. This was an important distinction between the pro-creative role as a controlling and 
ultimately futile one, associated with overbearing maternity, and the pro-creative role as 
mutually engendering, that Nin would come to only after first trying and failing the former.  
Nin was also able to see that psychoanalysis categorised destruction and creation as 
binary opposites, and it failed to account for the destructive pole that could lead to 
creativity.
598
 As a reader of Freud and Jung, Nin would have known of the psychoanalytic 
discourse surrounding fusion of the life and death drives. As a number of critics have pointed 
out, much of her early work seems to stem from her readings of Freud’s theories, and her 
(perhaps mistaken) interpretation of Freud’s drives as seeking a kind of fusion that was 
unattainable.
599
 If Freud’s exploration of fusion is mistakenly understood as a concerted 
effort to integrate the life and death drives, it reaches beyond what is more naturally a 
combination of the two in instinctual reflex. This would then lead to the analysis and 
rationalisation of the two drives, whilst attempting to somehow reconcile them. If Nin felt 
drawn to both Henry and June Miller, the death that they represented was related to eroticism. 
The Death instinct, Freud explained, “escapes detection unless its presence is betrayed by 
being alloyed with Eros.”
600
 In this, Freud is suggesting that death can represent the loss of 
difference between two people, when they are tempted to fuse together. This could be a 
dangerous place, if individuality is lost, here. However, for Nin, this place symbolises 
intersubjectivity, where two can be born anew. The intersubjective space that transforms 
mother and child can also transform the lovers through their erotic “deaths”. This would be 
important for understanding their capacity to influence each other, as well as their difference. 
In this way, Nin’s insistence that “death” can be creative is quite accurate. Removing it from 
abstraction and further exploring and illuminating this issue, Irigaray brings the issue back to 
the ‘primal,’ not through a re-naming process, but by using the idea of fusion to describe the 
dynamic and embodied experience of intersubjective porousness and duality. So, for Nin, the 
importance of her destructive desires was expressed in her relationships and her art, and not 
necessarily viewed as something to be overcome. For example, Nin used her relationship 
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with Miller as an example of the potential for “spiritual salvation” that was deemed by Otto 
Rank to be “masochistic,”
601
 but that she felt “deepened” her and allowed her to express 
herself in new and more “humani[s]ed” ways.
602
 Nin understood that “the human being [was] 
a being in relation.”
603
 The encounter between Nin and Miller might have been difficult, and 
ultimately limited, but it was ‘fecund’ in that it challenged Nin to grow emotionally and 
intellectually. Nin was able to realise herself, and establish appropriate distance between 
herself and Miller only when she realised their difference as a place of great force that would 
allow two autonomous beings that could encounter each other and thus give birth to new 
ideas.  
Nin was beginning to understand mutual engendering as two identities not separating 
entirely but rather differentiating. However, Nin’s desire for ‘differentiation’ might also be 
seen as a somewhat weak attempt to justify her poor treatment of her husband, and her sexual 
explorations. Nevertheless, Nin maintained that she was in large part responsible for Hugo’s 
retrieval of self, because of her active moves to live her own life as well as be part of his. 
Nin’s diary records that, “He [Hugo] sobbed when he left for America: ‘You made me, you 
made me.’”
604
 As problematic as her treatment and manipulation of her husband was, Nin felt 
it was justified because she had encouraged him to also pursue his own identity and freedom, 
as she had hers. Nin viewed her role in Hugo’s development as a kind of symbolic 
“motherhood,” based on the notion that identity formation is contingent on the process of 
differentiation. Despite her cuckolding, Nin saw herself as facilitating Hugo’s development 
through care and love. For Nin, Hugo needed to spiritually divorce himself from his 
wife/mother, and to recognise Nin’s desire to exist independently. But, rather than simply 
divorce, Nin wanted to reconceive her marital and sexual relations “as continuous with 
maternal bodily relations,” as Alison Stone suggests.
605
 Nin envisioned that by maintaining 
their connection, Nin and Hugo could enjoy a fecund interaction, whereby each individual 
could freely seek out their own needs and delight in a productive inter-personal relationship. 
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Nin’s reconfiguration of maternity from within her marriage can be usefully compared with 
Luce Irigaray’s concept of being born with and born of. Like Irigaray, Nin wanted each 
individual to find their own identity from within a generative relationship.
606
  
In trying to establish a new narrative of gendered relations, Nin looked to establish 
relationships with other mother-figures. Indeed, in her later life, Nin moved toward 
recognition of other women, and made more distinguished points of departure from earlier 
patriarchal frameworks and idols. Nin often worked alone, as the only female in her 
‘generative’ project otherwise surrounded by male artists, role models, and analysts. This 
isolation allowed her to recognise the difference between her practise and the dominant male 
practise. But with maturity, and having dispelled so many myths through her actions, Nin 
began to see the importance of truly embracing a newer model that was not “rooted in the 
mother’s earlier separation from and loss of her own mother and maternal past.”
607
 Nin 
recognised that, in general, women needed to embrace and to strengthen their relationships 
with other women.  
Despite this recognition, Nin largely resisted forming relationships with other women 
until 1937, when Nin began to align herself with several female psychoanalysts. In the thirties 
and forties, expatriate Paris was dominated by masculine networks of creativity. Nin reached 
a point where she seemed almost desperate to establish a creative community of her own. She 
made efforts to contact other female authors, but she was often ignored. She explained that 
she “wrote to Virginia Woolf, but she didn’t answer.”
608
 She also “wrote to Djuna Barnes and 
she didn’t answer. So I answer every letter I get. Because I don’t want that … You know I 
missed having those friendships.”
609
 However, as the ever-puritan and perhaps contradictive 
mother, Nin was also a harsh critic of other female writers and artists such as Virginia Woolf, 
perhaps in part due to insult and indignation. This was based on her dislike of the kind of 
writing that Nin felt was no different to the male writers of the time, such as Henry Miller’s. 
This judgement was also reflected back onto Nin. For example, Simone de Beauvoir said that 
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Nin’s “notion of femininity ma[de] [her] hackles rise.”
610
 Nin’s desire to innovate in a 
distinctly feminine manner meant that she was less forgiving with those women who she felt 
did not, and she was also disliked by those who felt that she was being essentialist and thus 
she was further alienated. As Irigaray observes, “in patriarchal genealogy we are dealing with 
the cult of the son’s mother, to the detriment of the daughter’s mother.” Nin would have to 
re-imagine her motherhood in a way that would allow her to reach out to daughters later on in 
time. Nin’s diaries would allow her to do this. 
Nin wrote to Dr Esther Harding, praising her for her unique feminine perspective in 
Woman’s Mysteries, and revealing that she had attempted to speak with her in person, but 
that she had struggled to articulate what she wanted to because she was intimidated. She 
admitted that she “was always saying the psychologists had not seized woman, but you 
did.”
611
 She went on to confess that though she respected the philosophies of her previous 
analysts, it was “truly a man-made psychology”. Nin was able to recognise that she had 
healed herself in her creative efforts.
612
 She also sent Dr. Harding her book, House of Incest, 
and wrote: 
The maternal and the egotistical passions are both strong in me. How well you explain 
where they meet, interact. I can tell how deeply you write because I have lived 
through all the phases beginning with an absolute sacrifice of my feminine instincts to 
play the mother, the muse, passing through rebellion and assertion of the instincts, 
through destruction, acting many roles in relation to different men, loving and not 
loving, and finally coming to that one in-herself through art. If ever my diary of fifty 
volumes gets published I hope you will be the one to write the preface for it.
613
 
Though it is not clear how Harding responded, Nin’s next letter provided several hints that it 
might not have been the expression of intended connection that Nin might have hoped. She 
told Harding that she analysed her letter perfectly, and clarified that she hoped to talk to 
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“Esther Harding the writer,” confessing that she had “laid aside all thought of analysis.” She 
then told her that she understood “perfectly how the only way for you to deal with those who 
are not your friends is to take care of them.”
614
 Perhaps this was the kind of discouragement 
that Nin faced in attempting to connect to other women in a culture so discouraging of female 
mentorship and friendship. This might have been a remarkable oversight on the part of 
Harding, in not realising that she was discouraging a symbolic mother-daughter bond that 
was finally becoming necessary to Nin. As Nin wrote: 
Perhaps unconsciously, I was seeking understanding, it is true, of what I call 
communication. But more than this, stronger than all this, was my admiration of your 
work and my desire to tell you this because I know it is good, I know it helps one to 
know our books are understood.
615
 
Particularly in her later years, as demonstrated in the published Diary of Anaϊs Nin: 7, Nin 
took a fervent interest in writers who she believed had been overlooked, many of them 
female. One of these was Marianne Hauser, whom Nin forged a friendship with, wrote an 
appraising essay on the works of, and even wrote that she agreed to write a preface for 
Harvard Advocate’s number of “Women’s Writing” only if they included Marguerite Young, 
Marianne Hauser, Anna Balakian, Sharon Spencer and Bettina Knapp.”
616
 Nin would 
continue to reach out for this kind of understanding and language between women, and her 
work is representative of that accomplishment. Nin knew that her work would invite the 
possibilities of more of these kinds of relationships over time, even after her death. This is 
evident in her explanations of the diary as representative of other women, the letters she 
received from women who felt it was also their diaries, and her understanding that “it would 
be the diary that would reach people.”
617
 
Toward the end of September, 1942, in New York, Nin was struggling to accept her 
new life in wartime America, having been forced to leave France. She found herself bed-
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ridden and unable to continue on in her struggles to write and publish novels. She booked an 
appointment with Martha Jaegar, a respected psychoanalyst who was recommended to Nin by 
an old school friend. Whilst being analysed by Jaegar, Nin confronted her fear of the 
maternal, and projected her fear of all of the things she was afraid of becoming onto Jaeger. 
Initially, with Jaeger’s encouragement, Nin was able to further embrace her uniquely intuitive 
approach to psychoanalysis and writing. Jaeger represented a new maternal model for Nin, 
and she encouraged Nin to face the ways that she had lived, as a form of resistance to 
becoming her own mother. Whilst working with Jaeger, Nin was able to recognise the extent 
of her self-sacrifice in certain relationships, and find a new way to offer a kind of motherhood 
that was not “a misuse”
618
 of her desire to nurture. Nin hoped that this would no longer be 
through the leaked blood of umbilical relations, but through her own self-birth. 
 Jaeger felt that Nin would “have much to contribute to the development of women” 
and she expressed the sentiment that it was “a privilege” to analyse Nin because she gave her 
“rich material, that this was a collaboration towards woman’s problems.”
619
 Nin found 
Jaeger’s recognition to be “invaluable”, and she was able to reassess her diary as a thing of 
great value; her “indirect, buried creation: the diary.”
620
 Even in this description, Nin has 
offered the diary as a kind of accidental birth, acknowledging that this body of work was 
something that she did not necessarily consciously create, but all the same it was built from 
within, engendered by her even whilst “buried.”
621
 The denial of the creation that is still 
growing inside of her is strangely like Nin’s descriptions of her pregnancies. The influence of 
Nin’s experience of motherhood is clear, as she knew first-hand what it was like to be at the 
mercy of her body, and perhaps she finally understood that this wasn’t always a limiting 
danger, but rather a creative potential.  
Nin eventually ceased analysis with Jaegar. According to Nin, this was mostly 
because the boundaries between personal and professional life were again becoming blurred, 
and this made her uncomfortable despite the fact that Nin took responsibility for wanting to 
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invite her analyst into the “life she helped … to create.”
622
 For some time, Nin had been 
subtly expressing her revulsion at Jaeger’s attempts to mother her. In attempts at self-
sufficiency and separation, Nin actively resisted help from her analyst when she was 
admittedly feeling weak over her exhausting relationships. Nin described Jaeger as too 
motherly and heavy, and, finally, when Jaeger expressed her sadness at their estrangement, 
Nin referred to Jaeger’s “usual elephantine heaviness.” Nin apparently disliked her “supreme 
masochism, offering love that is not wanted” and compared her to Rank in her pathetically 
ridiculous being, large and formless, reaching out so heavily, her big body edging up towards 
me, her embrace.”
623
 Ultimately, and somewhat problematically, Nin described Jaeger’s 
personal interest in her as a form of “violation.” However, the ‘violation’ of professional 
ethics was not what genuinely disturbed Nin. Nin had previously experienced therapeutic 
relationships that certainly overstepped personal and ethical boundaries, and yet Jaegar’s 
therapy seemed strikingly disturbing to her. In her descriptions of Jaeger, Nin emphasised the 
size of her body, describing her as large and monstrous, and at the same time she noted her 
self-sacrificing and loving characteristics. It can be seen that, in Nin’s descriptions of her 
mother, Jaeger shares these characteristics with Rosa. For Nin, the danger of Jaegar was that 
she bore resemblance to the mother Nin had spent her life determined to separate from, and to 
rely on her again seemed to risk Nin’s independent development. She was not interested in 
seeking comfort from another mother, particularly one who seemed to be at the mercy of the 
same maternal characteristics that Nin wished to discard. Nin wanted to become a new kind 
of mother in her own right.   
Though their relationship was valuable to Nin, she chose to end it when she felt that 
Jaeger’s demands on her were too difficult. If Nin remained with Jaeger, perhaps she would 
have had to confront more of the aspects of her relationship with her own mother that had 
influenced her own identity and ambivalent rejection and conception of motherhood. It was 
obviously too difficult for Nin to take on a re-enactment of the role of a daughter, and to 
accept a new mother, when she wished to perform and reinvent the role of a mother herself. 
In her first therapeutic attempt at re-valuing a maternal figure and playing out a mother-
daughter relationship with another woman, Nin had tried, but ultimately failed. Nevertheless, 
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Nin knew that she needed to give birth to herself, and would continue to establish her own 
way of doing so. 
Nin made an important distinction between the ‘mother’ that she had been to others 
and the kind that she wished to be to herself. She lamented that “all [of her] love affairs have 
been that of mother and child”
624
 It was Nin’s next analyst, Clement Staff, who said to her 
that she was “afraid to give up being a mother or a child and be a woman.” Staff explained to 
Nin that she maintained a fear of “fac[ing] man, genitally, and giv[ing her]self up.’”
625
 Staff’s 
observation certainly seems to provide an insight into one of the central struggles in Nin’s 
work - that of her inability to reconcile her feminism with her wish to be sexually 
‘overpowered,’ and her guilt in her own ‘active’ role in sexuality. Nin intuitively knew that 
she possessed both (actively) ‘masculine’ and (passively) ‘feminine’ aspects to her character, 
but she often fell victim to seeking only one gender trait in her sexual partners. Hence, she 
was often left to ‘play’ the opposing role of the either active of passive dynamic.  
The title of the second novel in Nin’s continuous series Cities of the Interior; 
Children of the Albatross is tellingly a culmination of Nin’s experiences with men at least ten 
years her junior. Nin characterised the primordial mother that she unsuccessfully resisted 
becoming with adjectives indicating largeness and so the choice of a large sea bird for the 
mother in this title demonstrates the bodily aspects of the struggle against mothering, and the 
self-reflexive Nin having gone through these dynamics and finally, disillusioned, ending 
them. However, in Nin’s introduction to the novel, she explains a fascination with the sea 
bird because of their “metaphysical qualities” such as “luminousness.”
626
 She drew a parallel 
between the flightiness and phosphoresces of the bird and the character ‘Paul’ who was based 
on William Pinckard (Bill).   
In Seduction of the Minotaur, the novel finishes with a scene of intimacy and rebirth. 
Nin wrote: 
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Together they moved as one living body and Larry was passionately willed into being 
born, this time permanently. Larry, Larry, what can I bring you? Intimacy with the 
world? She was on intimate terms with the world … 
Such obsession with reaching the moon, because they had failed to reach each other, 
each a solitary planet! In silence, in mystery, a human being was formed, was 
exploded, was struck by other passing bodies, was burned, was deserted. And then it 
was born in the molten love of the one who cared.”
627
 
Nin believed that naturally everyone was a child, and thus her pursuit to unleash and give 
birth to this inner child makes even more sense. She acknowledged that “I really do feel that 
the natural thing is for us to be like children: paint, dance, talk, make up stories … children 
just bubble up, they’re irrepressible. Then something happens that represses them. They stop 
painting, they stop singing, dancing ... ”
628
 For Nin, this is the socialisation that mistakenly 
teaches people to be cut-off from their feelings in the world. So her diary is an act of coaxing 
that child out again, for herself, and for others. 
Replicating Behaviours 
From 1945 to 1947 Nin engaged in many affairs with men (and boys) who were quite often 
half her age or younger. These affairs have contributed to the dismissal and ridicule of Nin by 
many critics. In Anaϊs Nin: a Biography, Deirdre Bair refers to these affairs as “erotic 
madness of a different kind.”
629
 Gore Vidal later denied his (now proven) frequent proposals 
for a sexless marriage to Nin, emphasising her age and creating cruel caricatures of her in his 
fiction. Though it was a disturbing moral and ethical transgression, Nin was replicating a 
behaviour that was often viewed as acceptable for men. Nin had replicated the paternalism 
that bordered on an abuse of power and subverted it. Nin’s ‘nurturing’ and even infantilising 
of younger men made her a kind of unacceptable and embarrassing ‘mother’ in literary 
history; this exposes the kind of double-standard that would allow older men to abuse 
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positions of power and still maintain prominent positions within the literary canon, but yet 
would devalue Nin and disregard the importance of her work. 
Before realising that her previous encounters had often been masochistic, Nin took the 
myth of the ‘devouring mother’ and re-appropriated it for her own descriptions of love and 
eroticism. She also intended to illustrate what she would later describe as the dangerous 
maternal evoked by a “child-man,”
630
 like Miller:  
I felt my stomach and my sex so vividly, as if I were a big woman, I felt my stomach 
and my sex so violently. In the dark we threw ourselves into a prolonged, bestial 
possession. I felt all the women he had taken, and took all the sex he had ever spilled, 
every quiver of it, all that his fingers had touched, his tongue, all the sex he had 
smelled, rubbed against, every desire and lascivious memory, every word he has ever 
uttered about sex, all his animalism. I took into myself with him the whole Land of 
Fuck, with Henry inside of me as if I would swallow him into my womb once and for 
all, as if this were the last of all the fucks, and containing them all, all of them, the 
ones with me and June and all women, all rolled into one inside of me like a big 
synthesis of fire, saliva, sperm and honey, tongue and mouths, vulva lips and penis 
skin—took the whole world of orgasm and spasm in one dark moment of deluge and 




Then, in describing a night with Bill: 
When I reach such fulfilment it stays in the body as if he had made a child within me. 
It stays in my body and over my skin. Then, as I have caught his rhythm now, and I 
know he wants this to end like a big wave to roll gently out of the depths into 
lightness, we emerge together in playfulness.
632
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Such descriptions, of taking all of Miller and his experiences into her, and the choice of verbs 
such as swallow and devouring clearly allude to the all-devouring mother. When Nin 
describes her vulva and his penis and speaks of a banquet with “flesh teeth,” the allusion to 
the famously psychoanalytic symbol of the ‘vagina dentata’ are unmistakable. Yet Nin uses 
these conventionally horrifying images to describe the pleasure of sex with Miller, as if, for 
her, the “bestial” had become desirable, and the role of the maternal no longer one to resist, 
but rather, to embrace. However, this “fever” became more and more difficult for Nin, and 
her relationship with Miller became very strained. This was difficult because it wasn’t doing 
anything new with the dominant narratives around the mother-child relationship, nor was it 
expressing the intrinsic, positive bond between mother and child that Nin was moving 
towards articulating. The passage offers a glimpse into the kind of mother that Nin felt Miller 
inspired in her, and it was exactly the kind of mother she wanted to avoid becoming. Nin 
would flounder with this initial metaphorical appropriation of the maternal, as this maternal 
figure was aroused by men who were childlike and dependent on her, rather than allowing her 
to grow with them. 
In a similarly gendered vein, Nin’s efforts to perform and resign herself to what she 
thought was maternal were often masochistic. Ultimately, as a passive ‘mother’, Nin was not 
fulfilled, and she came to the realisation that these urges, or this “need is not love.”
633
 Nin 
knew that she required an equal “in strength and softness,” and that she needed to reconcile 
the passive and the active within herself, and to accept them in another, without a gendered 
split. Nin recognised, with Staff’s assistance, that lovers who played her children would cause 
her to “see [the]m sexually as a child, and…want power.”
634
 She finally saw “the power in 
[herself], and [wanted] an answer to it.”
635
 She presciently requested “may this diary bring 
me freedom from desire for my sons, and a lover and husband.”
636
  
In 1947, Nin met Rupert Pole, with whom she would spend the rest of her life. The 
meeting with Pole occurred during a time when Nin had desperately attempted to sever ties 
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from the many amorous relationships that she was engaged in, with mostly young (and often 
homosexual) men whom she often called her “children.” They looked to her as a kind of 
maternal figure,
637
 but these men could not physically or mentally satisfy her. She strove to 
“relinquish desire for the Son”
638
 and she hoped to find an equal in the sense of an active 
lover, rather than a passive or weak partner, as she had her “own need of expansiveness [and] 
dilation.”
639
 However, Mirages, the unexpurgated diaries, largely shows cyclical accounts of 
Nin’s struggle to discard the “Anaϊs…who persists in living out this relationship with another 
child.”
640
 Nin declared, “This is the end of the Transparent Child … or the beginning of my 
own lost, killed, buried child … ”
641
 She later explained that “when the mother gives up her 
son, that is the greatest love of all.”
642
 Nin had finally realised that the key to reconceiving 
the maternal relationship was to re-visit her own child-self first. She would have to begin 
again from this point and re-establish a productive relationship with a mother, before she 
could be a mother herself. When Nin finally met Pole, she reflected that, “the children 
entered my womb seeking refuge and peace, and while I felt desire immediately, another part 
of me, the strongest part, lay dormant, aroused only occasionally. But Rupert challenges this 
part of me. He does not seek softness. He seeks strength.”
643
 It was in this relationship that 
Nin was able to express her strength, but also potentially achieve “freedom?”
644
 Even Nin 
knew that this was a high hope after a lifetime of unequal relationships, hence her question 
mark of dubiousness. In her relationship with Pole, Nin was, for the first time, neither 
mentally or financially supporting another whom she felt was in some way weak. Pole 
answered her in this, and found his own renewal in her. According to her diary, he exclaimed 
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that she “destroyed [him] only to give birth to [him] again, each time a new man!”
645
 For Nin, 
this union represented “LIFE AGAIN! LIFE!”
646
 In 1951, Nin had also began to see a new 
psychoanalyst, Dr. Inge Bogner, who encouraged her to re-acknowledge some of her greatest 
tensions, which were based around her relationship with her own mother. In March, 1955, 
Nin married Pole and moved in with him. She was later forced to have this marriage 
annulled, as she was still married to Guiler. But, she continued to live with Pole for the 
remainder of her life, keeping their partnership secret from Guiler. 
Nin’s legacy was her sensational diary, in which she detailed her re-conception of the 
maternal that broke the familiar familial paradigm. Nin’s diary records the re-birth of a 
creative self, and the details of an intersubjective model to inspire the ‘birth’ of others. Nin 
wrote that her “task [was] to give an art form to the new scientific discoveries in 
psychology.”
647
 Still, Nin’s dairies wouldn’t begin to be published until 1966. 
Self-Sacrificing Mother versus Self-Birth 
Nin’s efforts to give birth to herself were often challenged by her strong desire to mother the 
people around her. This thesis agrees with Richard-Allerdyce, who suggests that Nin’s model 
of love and care was influence by Rosa’s mode of relating to others through self-sacrifice.
648
 
Nin often found herself in the position of “the Mother who lives only for others.”
649
 Nin’s 
brave efforts to overcome this pattern were not as simple as seeking out to fulfil her desires, 
as she continued to do. Nin felt a tension in the satisfaction of caring for her lovers, but a fear 
that they would become reliant on her, too. She once wrote: “I was so acutely happy, so 
happy to be holding him that I thought: My god. The strongest love in me is maternal.”
650
 
This reliance would threaten Nin’s own freedom, and would leave her feeling alone. As she 
wrote: 
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As a woman I weep desperately, but that in me which is greater than a woman has 
again fulfilled the task of creation, even if I am to die of human sorrow. I have made 
another man…Like the mother, too, after nourishing and strengthening, I have to 




Here, Nin realised that she would be stuck in the role of a mother, forever fulfilling other’s 
needs, if she did not alter her approach to and understanding of mothering. Avoiding 
biological motherhood was not enough. Nin needed to find a way to overcome her role as a 
social mother, and pour it into her work instead. This was not easy, because Nin saw her 
choice of childlike, dependent men to be directly related to her “developed” state as a female 
artist. She explained: 
There appears what I call the drama of woman’s development. Woman – in her new 
development – has chosen the weak child-man who will not interfere with her 
evolution, on whom she can use her strength. His weakness in the end destroys her. 
She no longer wants to be the mother of children, in which demands immolation and 
abdication. She is the sublimated mother of the child-man, the artist, the poet, the 
primitive. Today, the primitive, the poet and the child are the weakest in the new 
world realism, and woman chose to protect him, recognising his needs, protecting 
creation again, and thus giving birth again to the artist…
652
 
Nin saw the tragedy of the social mothers as tied to perpetuity in the infancy of an artist who 
failed to wean off of his dependency on the mother.
653
 She wrote that: 
The artist/child never becomes a man, never ceases to live off her strength, and the 
woman grows older, tired, exhausted, and finally emptied and weak. If she weakens 
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and needs protection she finds herself alone, even abandoned. The biological drama is 
distorted, tragedy sets in. The mother’s love, diverted of its natural channel, does not 




Nin knew that this loneliness was not sufficient for her plans. She had, after, avoided 
biological motherhood for much the same reason. She did not want to be alone. So Nin saw 
the weaning period as a time for the mother to assert a new kind of strength, one where she 
would move towards higher creation. She wrote that this was “a phase in the development of 
woman’s strength, in the diverting of strength away from biological motherhood into 
sublimated motherhood, into higher forms of creation.”
655
  
Highlighting this need to sublimate motherhood into “higher forms of creation,” in 
December, 1942, Nin realised that her relationship with Henry was no longer suitable and 
acknowledged that “the mother has finally been murdered by the dreamers.”
656
 She felt that 
Henry “did not know that [he was] in the womb nourishing [himself] out of [her] very flesh.” 
657
 She needed to find another way to harness her devotion to the maternal framework that 
would allow for her own freedom, rather than tiring herself with her lover’s demands. Miller 
acknowledged that Nin was tired, but he cleverly played into her maternal discourse and 
compared her tiredness to one of a mother after a “Caesarean operation”
658
 who focuses on 
her pain rather than the healthy child. He told her that she should be pleased with her birth,
659
 
quoted her past lover and analyst, Otto Rank as proof that “that’s how heroes are made” and 
told her that the “important thing was the birth.” Miller failed to see that Nin needed to give 
birth to herself, finally, instead of devoting all of her efforts to his needs. 
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Just as Nin was “shattered”
660
 by her realisation that Henry was the Son, she was 
forced to find her own lineage, and establish a feminine or matriarchal line where she could 
work to heal this disintegration by forging connections with women in her later life, as well 
as leaving a legacy that would continue to allow more creation for others. It was during this 
time that Nin recognised what she called “a new drama”, and explained that “the father is 
absent from this drama. This one is the drama of the mother, of woman. I have been drawing 
closer to all women lately, aware of their particular tragedy.”
661
 
After speaking with her new analyst, Martha Jaeger, Nin realised a new path, one of 
turning inward toward the self. She found that she could be a better mother, and allow her 
children (such as Miller) greater growth through her own self-expansion and by refusing to 
“shatter the self”
662
 in love. She was also able to finally see her own desperate and intricate 
attempts to avoid becoming like her mother, and in this she could also see how another kind 
of “mythological mother”
663
 (Jaegar) could offer her a positive model for maternal 
relationships without self-effacement. She observed that it was “strange how I turn to the 
Woman and the Mother for understanding. I have had all my relationships with men – of all 
kinds. Now my drama is that of woman in relation to herself – her conflict between 
selflessness and individuality, and how to manifest the cosmic consciousness she feels.”
664
 
Nin looked back at the observations she made when she wrote an essay on The Woman’s 
Creation, which had been the source of much of her struggles and differentiation from the 
writing of Miller and her other peers. She felt that though she had understood these ideas 
intuitively at the time, it was only with the support of Jaeger that she was able to “regain [her] 
vision” and become “fully aware of them…with her.”
665
 It was due to her conversations with 
Jaeger that Nin began to consider “the end of …taking care of my children…they are grown 
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up and will go away.”
666
 It is through her talks with Jaegar that Nin realised the resemblance 
all of the women she had loved had to her mother, and that she felt her mother had suffered 
more than she in her father’s abandonment. She confessed that she expected the same thing 
for herself:  
No—no more transfusions, transpositions or sublimations! Pure nature and creation 
will come out of it, but nature will be at the roots, nourishing and plentiful! Nature 
full blown and wild, and the rest can grow like a superfluous fruit! But no more blood 
transmissions and transfusions, no more diverting of the courses of the blood into 
other channels. Let the blood live its own life and throw off its rarefied flowers 
incidentally, but let not the blood be diverted.
667
 
In seeing Jaeger again, Nin noted that “something wonderful is being born; passion is being 
born, purified of its masculinity, free of guilt. But in birth there is struggle.”
668
  
Nin asked herself why men might be afraid of the strength and the “role of the new 
woman”
669
 thinking that “their power is threatened and their masculinity is endangered.”
670
 
But she was aware that the danger of women being forced into insufficient roles was much 
worse. She argued that “women are much more dangerous to men as thwarted wills, 
perverted power-seekers who dominate men indirectly because they cannot use their own 
power directly. Their will is frustrated because they are always forced to fulfil themselves 
through another, in the husband, the child, and if she is husbandless then she is a failure, an 
incubus, a sick, incomplete cripple.”
671
 As Nin loved men they only seemed to deplete her of 
energy and exhaust her. They seemed to grow in her love, then leave her to become “weaker 
and weaker”
672
 She deemed this a “misuse” of feminine strength, and she realised that the 
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active role of a woman could be to love without self-sacrifice, and using this power directly 
instead of “as a lever by weak men”, confused with the maternal instinct, so woman’s first act 
of strength was always to protect”.
673
 
Following this, her epiphany continued. Nin refused to link femininity to passivity, raging 
that: 
There is a confusion in woman who feels that she is only imitating man and often 
losing the man in this process, like an exchange which demands the surrender of 
femininity. Not at all! No femininity is lost! Women’s passivity in life is no 
necessarily feminine or linked with sexual obedience. Man fears her development as a 
usurper and arrested her expansion, misinterpreting it as rivalry, not seeing that this 
arrested enforced passivity negatively corners her perverted strength into nagging, the 
unfulfilled, thwarted will which cannot spend itself creatively, usefully and positively 
in concrete action. The concentration on the home, which receives the discharge of 
these “turned milk” breasts, the sourness and discontent accumulated from the slavish 
tasks, the lack of more expansive living and remuneration (woman does the same 
labour at home, but she does not earn money or feel free, and instead is dependent on 
the man and receives no recognition of her work).  
Man says: How can I make love to a sniper?  
But didn’t women receive love from killers without confusing the issue? 
Men fear the activity as a sexual danger. How can one kiss a corporeal into 
submission? But woman is not seeking power but rather the expression of the 
dynamism of the emotional life. Man’s expression of power as negation of the 
primitive and the emotions is not satisfying to her.
674
  
Nin followed on to explore the intersectionality of this problem between “primitive women 
seeking to become articulate … to be given a right to act” with that of racial discrimination. 
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These ideas are expressed in her 1943 journal, and she was remarkably prescient about the 
problems that would come with American feminism. Nin was offering what would later be 
established as a French feminist perspective that valued difference over being “equal to” a 
male model, and she explored (albeit in contextual terms that refer to the devaluing of certain 
races due to notions of primitivism) the devaluation of cultures that were seen as “primitive 
races” as being faced with the same issues of discrimination and difficulties of being heard as 
those that would be faced in “the revolution of women.”
675
 Nin wrote that “this is a phase in 
the evolution of woman. She wants to divert her strength from biological motherhood into 
other forms of creation. But she needs man’s blessing and man’s help.”
676
 
Nin predicted that the re-mythologising of women’s stories would be of the utmost 
importance to her project.  
Stories, stories, the only enchantment possible, for when we begin to see our suffering 
as a story, we are saved. It was the balm of the primitives, the way of bringing 
enchantment to the life of terror … I see women, women, women, tragedy in women. 
I am touched by their plight. I think of the inarticulateness. May each one find herself 
in all these women and be helped. I have so much to say, but I want to do it with my 
craft…I am not writing for the elite, but for the confused ones … Everything made 
flesh, everything a story, everything animated and dramatised … Women are 
dreaming the dream of strength, and mistaking it for man’s dream. Man has been 




Through works such as Nin’s, the incarnation of a female genealogy allows us to become co-
creators of the world. According to Irigaray, “it is not enough to restore myths if we can’t 
celebrate them and use them as the basis of a social order.”
678
 This must be applied to the 
works of Nin, who was not a fictional character, but a self-made myth. From her work, many 
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other works have fruited. In a letter Nin wrote to Djuna Barnes, whose work she greatly 
admired, “when one writes, one only wants to know if this phrase rushed through someone 
else’s being with the same warmth, meaning, power it had in flowing out of you.”
679
 This 
description sounds decidedly analogous to giving birth.  
 
Life/Re-birth Through Loss 
Tristine Rainer identifies Nin’s vision of her identity and growth as a constant, fluctuating 
“cyclic process.”
680
 This is tied to the imagery of the female reproductive cycle, and the 
complex rhythms of change and movement, including death and rebirth. Furthermore, Alison 
Stone suggests that “loss is intrinsic to mothering, as it is the remembrance of the archaic 
maternal past. This loss … is rooted in the mother’s earlier separation from and loss of her 
mother and maternal past, a loss that mothering reactivates and repeats.”
681
 Nonetheless, 
Stone believes that the loss is not necessary for mothering; rather, it is created by “cultures 
that encourage children to separate from their mothers.”
682
 Nin moved from the position of a 
daughter, culturally encouraged to separate from her mother, to an artist who could relive this 
relationship and honour it through her work. Nin also pinpointed this mistaken course of 
socialisation, on explaining that the “desire to get back in the womb can become, in a creative 
way, a making of a womb out of the whole world, including everything in the womb … the 
all-englobing, all-encompassing womb, holding everything. Not being able to reenter the 
womb, the artist becomes the womb.”
683
 Nin believed that analysis did not see the creative 
product of this desire to re-enter the womb, only the neurosis of it. In Nin’s theory, the desire 
was not only reasonable, but valuable. 
Death of Parents 
Better than the cult of objects, better than the keeping of physical reminders is this 
moment when we cease to struggle against the parent’s own image of us and accept 
our resemblances as part of our being. 
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In ancient mystic beliefs, the spirit of the dead entered a newborn child. Surely our 
parents give birth to us twice, the second time when they die, in rebellion against 
death, we accept the legacy of their character traits.
684
 
Very little has been written on the transformation that took place for Nin following the death 
of both of her parents. It is important to note that Nin found liberation through both the 
elimination of the restrictions of parental expectation, and through an integration of the 
influence of her two parents into her sense of identity. For Nin, it would seem that this was 
only wholly possible after her parents died, and she was able to make sense of herself 
separately from them and where she felt that they had failed. Despite this, it is important to 
note that it was not loss that Nin built from, but the generative powers of a re-activation of a 
new parental history, integrating the positive aspects of those relationships into her work. 
Simultaneously, Nin included what she had learned from them into her new way of life.  
As discussed in chapter two, Nin strove against the restrictions imposed by her family 
for the duration of her life. This began early on, as she sometimes complied and other times 
resisted the duties and rituals associated with the family unit, until she “freed [her]self of all 
of them and became the ‘indifferent’ one in the family.”
685
 Despite this, Nin admitted that she 
spent many of her early years attempting to please her mother, and behave as she was 
expected to. It was only at the age of thirteen or so, when Nin rejected her mother’s 
conservative beliefs in Catholicism that she began to revolt against being the ideal or puritan 
daughter who might then become a good mother and housewife. The tendency for a child to 
establish an identity in relation to their parent, particularly in terms of their mother, is a theme 
that again emphasises the early mother-child exchange. Nin explored this identity defining 
process in Seduction of the Minotaur, where she wrote:  
Chaos was rich, destructive, and protective, like the dense jungle they had travelled 
through. Could she return to the twilight marshes of a purely natural, inarticulate, 
impulsive world, feel safe there from inquiry and exposure?  
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But in this jungle, a pair of eyes, not her own, had followed and found her. Her 
mother’s eyes. She had first seen the world through her mother’s eyes, and seen 
herself through her mother’s eyes. Children were like kittens, at first they did not have 
vision, they did not see themselves except reflected in the eyes of the parents. Lillian 
seen through her mother’s eyes.
686
  
For most of her life, Nin defined herself in opposition to her mother. Just as Lillian did in 
Seduction of the Minotaur, Nin seemed to think that “if this is a woman … I do not want to 
be one.”
687
 Despite this, she carefully went about her life trying to make use of these 
‘womanly’ characteristics that she saw in her mother in new ways, which would allow her 
freedom. As Nin saw her mother as a “good mother,”
688
 she must have spent much of her 
time believing that she was the opposite. Indeed, at the age of twelve, Nin lamented that 
despite wanting to “be my Maman’s little girl who works hard and who, later on, will care for 
my own little ones” she felt that she “couldn’t be a good mother and … prefer[red] not to be 
one” because she wanted to be “free.”
689
 It was only after her mother’s death that she was 
able to temper this total rejection of motherhood into an integrated approach to cultivating her 
own identity. 
Death of Nin’s father 
During his performance at a concert in Paris, (where Nin attended and was present in the 
audience) Joaquin Nin collapsed onstage. After a lengthy deterioration, with no visitation or 
communication from Nin, Nin’s father died in Cuba, on October 20, 1949. Nin’s diary entry 
was decidedly reticent regarding the specifics of their relationship. She wrote only a little 
over a page of the grief caused by this “unfullfillable” and “aborted” love.
 690
 She expressed 
her sadness at “never to have come close to him, never to have fused with him”
691
 and her 
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subsequent loss being greater because of it. This is perhaps puzzling in the light of her 
unexpurgated diaries, and her candid descriptions of her sexual relationship with her father. 
One might suppose that she was being deliberately deceptive for the sake of privacy, or one 
might deduce that her literary representations of her encounters with her father are more 
fantastical than literal. Indeed, Nin’s descriptions of her father’s death are characterised by 
remarkably similar emotive responses as those around the occasions of their sexual 
encounters. For example, Nin describes how she “felt the loss in [her] body.”
692
 As already 
mentioned, during the lurid sexual encounters with Joaquin, she had felt unable to give 
herself entirely over to her father and the experience, and she ultimately pitied and deserted 
him. In her grief, she reasoned that she had fought not to give herself over to her 
identification with him and his isolation, and that she had instead sought to “commune” with 
others like him.
693
 She placed importance back onto the encounter of two subjects, rather than 
allow herself to be lost in her father’s image of her.  
Though she had long ago toppled the supremacy of her father when she climbed on 
top of him, thwarting his seduction by taking the lead and causing him to renounce his own 
God,
694
 she was not able to remove his façade, and thus she was never able to share intimacy 
with him. In her loss of the father, Nin was probably most hurt because she was unable to 
entirely employ the maternal theory that she was constructing in a way that would help her 
father to grow and alter his behaviour in relation to her, and thus she was unable to establish 
the kind of encounter that she had hoped for, and spent her life working on. She had instead 
played a “game of personalities”
695
 in identification with him, the sexual replacement of her 
mother, and yet was unable to enter into a fecund relationship with him.   
Nin’s attitude towards her father began to change, and she recalled the stories of her 
father taking photographs of her and her siblings naked, as children. Indicating her father’s 
real failure; the emphasis on sexual desire over intimacy, Nin suggests that she might have 
repudiated her father’s admiration of her body:  
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Was there something else I wanted, not enjoyment of our bodies, but noticing what 
we felt, thought, displayed in our games. Our childish need of a secret house within a 
house. Why? Our own, distinct from the parents. We created it under the round library 
table covered with its long, heavy, fringed green cloth.
696
 
This wish for “something else” other than “enjoyment of our bodies” is one that Nin sought 
to express in her both her work and relationships. Nin was not satisfied with seduction, and 
was able to sense the artifice of a seductive encounter. Because her father remained masked 
by his own seductive artistry, Nin probably still felt that she had never truly been close to 
him, or intimate with him. Though she obviously felt that the bodily experience played a 
crucial part in intimate encounters, Nin could also see the very real limitations of a purely 
sexual desire without the accompaniment of emotional and intellectual passion. 
Much of Nin’s sadness in recalling her father’s character traits is based on his “critical 
eye.”
697
 She compared him to a God, and expressed the efforts that she made to try to control 
her image in his gaze, “not to displease the Photographer, God and Critic.”
698
 So because Nin 
knew her father was watching her, even as a child, she was aware that her life was a kind of 
performance. This performance was one that she could not please him with, but rather, she 
had to at some stage reclaim it for herself, and become her own parent, and her own God. 
Death of Nin’s Mother 
Nin’s mother, Rosa Nin-Culmell died in 1952, three years after her father’s death. Nin 
described “the pain [as] deeper than [at her] father’s death.”
699
 This was in part because she 
felt she had not reached a “fusion” or “union” with her mother.
700
 She feared that she hadn’t 
“loved her well enough,” even after she had uncovered her mother’s collection of her letters 
in several large boxes and recognised that she had “expressed [her] devotion.”
701
 For Nin, the 
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passing of her mother was a kind of rite, a movement from the struggle to both identify with 
and defy the image of her origins. During this time, Nin appeared to make peace with the 
lifelong tensions between Rosa and herself. She was able to recognise the elements of her 
mother’s character that she had resisted reproducing, as well as those she was inclined to 
repeat, and those she was influenced by, such as her “strong protective instinct.”
702
 It was 
during this time that Nin seemed able to accept that her mother’s love was not just self-
abnegating, but also immensely “courage[ous] and generous.”
703
 She explained that she could 
recognise their similarities, and even believed that she had been “possessed”
704
 by her 
mother, through the wound that the loss had created. Thus, through the grief of losing her 
mother, she inherited something of her, a “maternal passion and care for others.”
705
  
For Nin, Rosa Nin-Culmell had always represented the sacrifice of the maternal. The 
difficulty in obtaining an independent subjectivity is one that exists through the tension of 
mother-daughter relations. This tension, between mother and daughter, is one that exists 
because of a lack of exchange value among women. This is, if women are most often written 
about and portrayed as objects, the relationship between two ‘objects’ is problematic. This is 
dealt with by Nin in her lengthy discussions of the belongings left by her mother, and the 
sentimental, “terrifying life” held by each of these objects.
706
  Nin felt that throwing away her 
mother’s possessions was a taboo separation, and she took some of these things in order to 
allow her mother’s life to carry on with their use. 
It was during this time of mourning that Nin explicitly recognised her earlier 
rejections of her mother and the possibility of becoming like her. She asked herself when she 
first felt “determined not to be like her”, not wanting to be the “essentially maternal”, the 
“wife or a mother” in constant “servitude.”
707
 Instead, Nin longed to be more like the mistress 
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who seduced her father away from their family.
708
 However, Nin also added that she had still 
taken her mother’s “protective instinct” over others and used it alongside her “cultivat[ion]” 
of men’s “down-to-earth needs…[as well as] euphoria, ecstasy, -pleasure, delight.” This was 
Nin’s re-working of what she felt to be the valuable aspects of the maternal role, liberated 
from the more restrictive and claustrophobic tendencies. After all of these events, Nin had 
finally cut the cord of conventional familial structures, and the traditional maternal role. She 
was instead able to redefine, establish, and seize her own expression of reproductive 
creativity, with her “new vision of the familiar.”
709
  
On Being the Womb: Reconceiving the Mother 
Nin constructed her own ontological process and praxis of writing in the poetics of the womb 
as a way of overcoming the limits that were erected against her, particularly due to her 
gender. In Nearer the Moon, Nin wrote: 
Writing as a woman. I am becoming more and more aware of this. All that happens in 
the real womb, not in the womb fabricated by man as substitute. Strange that I should 
explore this womb of real flesh when of all women I seem the most idealized, the 
most moonlike, a Persian miniature, a dream, a myth. And it is I descending into the 
womb, luring men into it, struggling to keep man there, and struggling to free him of 
me! To help him create another womb.
710
  
Finally, Nin had embarked on her reclamation of the maternal and artistic self, 
offering an alternative vision of identity in the world that would help others to also reclaim 
their own identities. She would “help him create another womb” which meant that she would 
refuse to passively be part of a patriarchal projection of motherhood. As Richard-Allerdyce 
explains, Nin was “[d]epicting her own status as an artist as … compatible with the feminine 
role … reinvent[ing] the notion of motherhood that she inherited from her parents and 
culture.
711
 This would both allow her the freedom of her own self-expression and in turn, 
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through her connections with other women and men, allow a new world to be born. Nin 
explained that When we totally accept a pattern not made by us, not truly our own, we wither 
and die.
712
 She instead established mastery over the patterns that she did not find useful, and 
cultivated what she felt was necessary to be a liberated mother and artist. Later, fully 
articulating the literary portrait that she had begun to construct, Nin added: “Waiting in the 
café I write these words: ‘On being the womb.’ And it unleashes a tremendous new feminine 




Nin wrote about the incurable loneliness felt by women, especially female artists. She 
felt that a woman couldn’t “find the eternal in art, as Proust did, even when she is an 
artist.”
714
 Later, she reflected on this again, noting her lover Gonzalo’s “indifference to art” 
and re-affirming that she could not find an eternal moment in art but rather “it is in life.” 
Interestingly, she then describes the politics of ownership in masculine art, and distinguished 
herself from this kind of practice, clarifying that “it is not to reach it, attain it, possess it that I 
write. It is not because I have missed it. It is out of the joy I feel upon experiencing it.”
715
 Nin 
felt that it was only through the writing that Proust and Henry could enjoy a moment, in 
retrospect, but she felt that she had finally found her own way of enjoying the moment and 
then, on reflection, “write to taste life twice.”
716
 Later, she wrote some of the most important 
descriptions of her work, which would be published in Nearer the Moon. She positioned the 
art of “woman” as different to the “monstrous” art created by “man”, explaining that “the 
woman artist has to fuse creation and life in her own way – or in her own womb if you 
prefer.”
717
 For Nin:  
The art of woman must be this that is born out of a flesh womb and not from the cells 
of the mind. She must be, in her art, the very myth in motion. She must marry the 
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elements and the synthetic products of man, she must be the link. The cord, the 
perfume which man destroys. The instant she fails in this the world will be plunged 
into darkness. And man’s city hanging in the sky will perish with it. 
She must create that which man originally destroyed, the very world of unity first 
issued from God, which man shattered and split with his proud consciousness. It is 
this dividing of the paradise made by god into fragments, so as to piece it together in a 
man order, rule it, that Henry and Larry tried to reenact the other night. They tried to 
lure me out of the womb. Why? I have to create for man or woman this very tragic 
seeking of the lost bond, of shattered wholeness. I have to create that which will 
deliver us from aloneness, the mirages of art, the suffering of our separateness.
718
 
Nin was stressing the importance of a different narrative told by women. She is talking about 
substance and a form of practical lived experience that is essentially unknown to men and 
therefore potentially threatening. She recognised the flaws in the narratives that would 
historically make myths of women without their participation or voices. Through her art “in 
motion,” “born out of a flesh womb” she would be able to speak from this imbalance.
719
  
Circular Transgression: Toward Subjective Birth  
So, what is it, exactly, that Nin offers that may be considered of literary and philosophic 
value? Firstly, Nin proposes a form of feminine subjectivity that does not rely on the rejection 
of heterosexual relations. Indeed, Nin’s maternal metaphors can be seen to anticipate the 
work of one of the most significant of contemporary philosophers, Luce Irigaray. In the 
Irigarayan encounter, each subject is gifted with regeneration and subjective birth.
720
 The 
shared space of an Irigarayan encounter correlates with many of the spheres/circular motifs in 
Nin’s writing, and are important figurative devices. This circular dynamic can be seen to 
allow the interior and exterior worlds to co-exist and to form an exchange. For example, 
Irigaray often expresses the imagery of circles, explaining the tendency for the feminine 
effacement in the male delusion of wholeness, and offering a workable solution where the 
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individual can “revolve around themselves without effacing the other, thus allowing a self-
aware subject to incorporate the contributions of both subjects to the relationship, that a 
generative form of love can occur”.
721
 Transgression is the secondary effect of the caress, 
awakening transgressive sensations beyond corporeal boundaries. 
Creating a New World: A New Kind of Human Being 
Once Nin had decided upon her own quest for an authentic self through her diaries, she was 
able to work towards her own theory of embodied maternity with more courage. This was the 
courage that she had inherited from her mother. Though passivity was often equated with the 
feminine, Nin insisted that it was actually compatible with femininity.
722
  
I have to go on in my own way, which is a disciplined, arduous, organic way of 
integrating the dream with creativity in life, a quest for the development of the senses, 
the vision, the imagination as dynamic elements with which to create a new world, a 
new kind of human being. Seeking wholeness not by dreaming alone, by a passive 
dreaming that drugs give, but by an active, dynamic dreaming that is connected with 
life, interrelated, makes a harmony in which the pleasures of color, texture, vision are 
a creation in reality, which we can enjoy with awakened senses. What can be more 
wonderful than the carrying out of our fantasies, the courage to enact them, embody 
them, live them out instead of depending on the dissolving, dissipating, vanishing 
quality of the drug dreams. 
I will not be just a tourist in the world of images, just watching images passing by 




Nin ends her fifth volume of the edited diaries with the above passage, which evinces her 
creative project in developing a new approach to creativity, fantasy, and embodied 
expression. Her description of this integration of a dream image with “creativity in life”
724
 as 
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laborious but also organic is plainly an allusion to the paradoxical work and motion of giving 
birth.  
Nin was concerned with developing a kind of wholeness, one that others struggled to 
believe in. “Rank doesn’t believe in my wholeness. Larry says my idea of wholeness attained 
by equilibrium between duality is not a true one. All I do is not break the final cord.”
725
 Later, 
Nin realised that she was seeking a kind of wholeness that was impossible in love, and yet 
she associated the desire for this completion with women and birth. “Why I feel whole when 
my loves appear split is because I lead an unreal life. I refuse to accept the limitations of one 
relationship. I live out all sides of myself at once. It looks like a split, but for me it is 
wholeness. It looks like betrayal but it is integrity.”
726
 She was considering her relationship 
with Gonzalo as another unequal one like she had felt between herself and Miller, and she 
wrote of the: “lover inside … like the child.”
727
 Nin was exploring her feeling towards certain 
lovers, which she compared to the specificity of her female body: 
The yearning and craving and sense of emptiness come from the evolution in the love 
which places the helpless child-lover inside the womb, not only as a sexual act, but as 
a child, filling the womb. Now, as the passion decreases according to the natural laws, 
and as he enters less frequently, and as, if the mother is creative, he has been growing 
stronger, there does come a time when she feels him outside of herself, and it is the 
confusions of the sexual with the material craving which gives woman this terrible 
misery which she describes as the need of touch, presence, and possession. This has 
been the source of conflict between man and woman. Woman accusing man of not 
loving all of the time, of not being inside of her all of the time, of moving away and 
out. And she is left empty. Woman’s tie is the physical. She has a greater need of 
caresses. And that is why the ‘weaning’ that must come is so painful… 
The suffering is of the womb: a yearning for a thing impossible in love, for a mingling 
of flesh and blood that happens only between mother and child before the child’s 
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birth. Woman’s longing has that physical hunger for an impossible tie, the only time 
she feels secure, tranquil and sure of her possession (as I felt at the early passionate 
period of the relationship). I believe this is the secret of her possessiveness. She is a 
realist and a materialist. Her body is made for this kind of absolute intermingling. 
Hereafter she will be incomplete without it – no relationship can give the marriage 
what the woman’s body attains with her child. It is fatal to seek it in love, in sex. In 
other words, while the man’s tendency is to be born, to emerge, woman’s is to take 
back to keep, to contain. It is this instinct which drives her to love, not desire, not lust, 
not possessiveness. But that the body is made for this kind of union with the child. 
And the surrender she must learn, the weaning, the solitude that follows each birth –
that for, for woman, is her tragedy and he great differentiation from man.
728
 
This passage is both problematic and important. It is perhaps through the socially constructed 
position of women that some of these desires are so painful. If the woman is able to focus on 
her own self birth, and if her lover is also able to do the same, she can perhaps avoid the 
tendency to search for this “impossible tie”
729
 instead of searching for the completion to 
occur within these relationships, she can engage in a mutual growth between two people. It is 
only when the woman is expected to exist only as a mother to a “child-man”, and her body is 
seen as a crucial place for his becoming, that she becomes complicit in this task, is unable to 
focus on her own becoming, and becomes quite perilously invested in his. It is only through 
these unbalanced roles that the maternal really does risk being all-devouring, because Nin 
realised that it was the “child-man who arouses a devouring maternity with his weakness. The 
giant mothers.”
730
 Nin played out this sacrificial role many times in her search to self-birth 
(for example, with Henry Miller, Gonzalo More, Albert, a seventeen year old Bill, and even 
Gore Vidal) who all needed more from her than they could return. It was as if she had to first 
live out the maternal role she wished to transcend, before she could re-create a new one. If 
she continued to act as a mother to “half-child and half-man,” she would continue to be 
“…half-child and half-woman … two sick, imprisoned children, one that I was and am no 
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 She realised that she had “to escape from this children’s world where the woman 
Anaϊs has outgrown her childhood fantasies.”
732
 For example, Vidal established a close bond 
with Nin, and confessed his wishes that his own mother would die and he would be able to 
dress Nin in her jewels.
733
 He explained that he still experienced the same feelings as when 
he was a child.
734
 This relationship was highlighted the precipice just before Nin’s movement 
from the self-effacing maternal love toward a new kind of maternity. Nin had finally realised 
that there was “a confusion between femininity and masochism, a real split.”
735
 She wrote: 
“A child shall lead me into the external worlds, a child shall cover me with his mother’s 
jewels, a child shall take me into the world I rejected, and I shall take him into mine.”
736
 
Later she admitted of her role that she was “the mother … he dreams that I will feed him late 
at night when he returns.”
737
  
As Nin fought to give up Gore, she described an illness caused by “forcing the rich 
love back into the breast, back into the womb, ill with an aborted love.”
738
 Yet she knew that 
she could no longer pursue these kinds of relationships, as they “could not be good for me. I 
would still be the mother, helping him, and never sure of his love, never secure, never free of 
anxiety.”
739
 As Staff informed her, “the child cannot answer your needs.”
740
 Nin found that 
“when the mother gives up her son, that is the greatest love of all.”
741
 
                                                 
731
 Nin, Mirages, 303. 
 
732
 Nin, Mirages, 312. 
 
733
 Nin, Mirages, 335.  
 
734
 Nin, Mirages, 336. 
 
735
 Nin, Mirages, 305. 
 
736
 Nin, Mirages, 305. 
 
737
 Nin, Mirages, 338. 
 
738
 Nin, Mirages, 329. 
 
739
 Nin, Mirages, 330. 
 
740
 Nin, Mirages, 346. 
 
741





The Mother Prostitute 
Though Delta of Venus was not published until 1977, and Little Birds in 1979, Nin wrote 
these stories in the 1940s, when a collector would pay her and Henry Miller a dollar a page 
for erotic tales. Though these stories contain fascinating insights and prescient feminist 
themes, they are also examples of some of the reasons that Nin continues to struggle to be 
accepted as a significant female writer. Many of the stories have been read as perpetuating 
the dominant, misogynistic or problematic themes of the genre, and little attention has been 
paid to the political significance of some of Nin’s implicit statements, especially for the kind 
of work that she was expected, asked, and paid to produce. Again, perhaps this is one of the 
reasons why Nin sits uncomfortably as a literary, modernist, and feminist “mother”; because 
she wrote erotic stories for payment. Through these stories, she could be said to have 
prostituted her writing for her artist-children. 
Nin’s efforts to fight off her own puritanical reservations regarding sexual pleasure 
culminated in her seeking affairs and experiences. It was during those times that her 
relationship with her mother became increasingly strained, as she did not approve of Nin’s 
adventurousness. Even after her mother had moved out of their shared France home, Nin was 
imaginatively influenced by her mother’s disapproval. Throughout her life, she engaged in 
friendships with women who demonstrated the same kinds of sexual resistance and 
disapproval as her mother had. Examples of these kinds of women proliferate her two 
collections of erotic writing, Delta of Venus and Little Birds. 
In Little birds, there are two vignettes in particular where a female character shows 
psychological elements of strength and jealousy, of resistance to sexuality paired with a kind 
of overwhelming dissatisfaction. These women are unsatisfied by the weakness of the men 
they have encountered, and they have not found sufficient equals in psychological or bodily 
strength. In the Little Birds vignette titled “Lina,” the female protagonist (Lina) shows a 
tension between sexual desire and modest restraint. Lina projects a kind of jealousy onto her 
friend, voicing her disapproval in her amorous affairs. Nin describes Lina’s conflicted 
behaviour as “instead of yielding to her eroticism, she is ashamed of it. She throttles it. And 






 The throttling again harks back to a kind of pious self-flagellation and sexual 
denial, reminiscent of Nin’s Catholic upbringing. In the Little Birds vignette titled “Two 
Sisters”, Dorothy is “cutting and biting. She herself is an impregnable virgin, though not 
puritanical or squeamish.”
743
 Though Dorothy is not puritanical, it is still her chastity that 
seems to drive her cruel behaviour. It is not until both of these characters are dominated by a 
stronger male than they are accustomed to, and quite frankly, sexually penetrated and 
overcome, or at least equalled, that they are ‘cured’. Though Nin’s work has been criticised 
for this kind of clichéd scenario, what is perhaps more interesting is that she has offered an 
embodied, sexual, and psychological cure for her mother’s self-restraint. Nin’s erotica 
proposes that the sexual elements of the woman’s desire must be fulfilled or else she will 
sublimate her tension through jealousy and control. Though the domination of these women 
is troublesome, and can certainly be interpreted as a perpetuation of the dominant narratives 
in pornographic novels, this would be an oversight in terms of some of the subtler but 
important themes that Nin was working through. It was not that Nin was advocating a kind of 
corrective rape, so much as she attempting (even though not entirely successfully) to move 
toward the idea that for a woman to express her sexual desires, she required the support of her 
partner. In a genre that was typically male-dominated, this was Nin’s way of communicating 
a feminine strength and sexuality as valid and vital.  
In Little Birds, the story “Sirocco,” explores and refutes the notion of a woman’s 
strength as unattractive. A woman tells the story of her past marriage to the narrator. She had 
been made ashamed of her own strength and size, due to her husband’s taste for smaller, 
Chinese women. It was only when she left him that she was able to embrace her strength as 
feminine, and she encountered a man who was not intimidated by her size, rather, he enjoyed 
her height and strength, fondly calling her a “tigress.”
744
 In this vignette, Nin shows a 
surprisingly strong feminist agenda, especially in contrast to the earlier erotic stories. 
Through the character, Nin was able to explore her own conflict between the gendered 
associations of strength with masculinity, and instead show how a woman could be both 
strong and sexual without compromising herself, if she had a partner who also accepted and 
                                                 
742
 Nin, Little Birds, 23. 
 
743
 Nin, Little Birds, 35. 
 
744





equalled her strength. Though she never explicitly acknowledged it, Nin faced a similar 
scenario when she observed her father leaving her mother for a younger student who was 
close to Nin’s own age. Nin often made note of her mother’s strength, and witnessed her 
father’s revulsion at it when he spoke about her.  She later battled her own strength, and 
desire to pursue, and it took her quite some time to discard her own faulty notions of strength 
as masculine, and prohibited for a woman. Stories such as “Sirocco” show that Nin only felt 
equipped to embrace these sides of herself (arguably the sides inherited from or socialised by 
her mother) when she was supported in a loving encounter. 
Arguably the most profound expression of the dangers of limiting a woman’s 
sexuality are foretold by Nin in The Maja. The female protagonist, Maria, was “Spanish, then 
Catholic, then thoroughly bourgeois.”
745
 Maria could easily represent Nin’s mother, Rosa, 
who was also these things when she met her husband. Maria could even be compared to Nin, 
herself. Maria was modest to the point of hiding her body from her husband, and only coaxed 
into nudity when treated as if she were a child, remonstrated and complimented into 
overcoming some of her “scruples.”
746
 Despite this rare abandon, Maria continued to refuse 
to allow her artist husband to see her naked, much less paint her portrait. It is only after she 
was prescribed strong sleeping pills by her doctor that her husband crept into her room and 
painted her disrobed body whilst she slept. Her husband began to only desire her whilst she 
was asleep, and this culminated in his sexual attraction to the paintings. In the climax of this 
story, Maria discovers her husband making frenzied love to one of the paintings. Nin wrote 
that “it was an orgy with her he was having, with a wife he had not known in reality.”
747
 
Maria was so taken by her husband’s passion that she was able to disrobe in sexual abandon, 
and “reveal…a Maria new to him, a Maria illumined with passion…offering her body 
shamelessly, without hesitation to all his embraces, striving to efface the paintings from his 
emotions, to surpass them.”
748
 Nin was making an important point: that the only way a 
woman could retrieve and alter insufficient fantasies of the female was by not only re-
mythologising in terms of re-entering the myth, but through a passionate, embodied re-
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mythologising. In The Maja, Nin offers an embodied, sexual female, entering a man-made 
myth of woman, and adding her desire to his. 
There are other rich examples of Nin’s prescient feminism in Little Birds, such as her 
scepticism around the importance of virginity. Nin effectively disputes the importance of the 
first instance of sexual intercourse in “A Model”. An artist speaking to the female protagonist 
explains that the “first surrender” should not be emphasised at all. He goes on to say that: 
I think that was created by the people who wanted to preserve their daughters for 
marriage, the idea that the first man who takes a woman will have complete power 
over her. I think that it is a superstition. It was created to help preserve women from 
promiscuity. It is actually untrue. If a man can make himself be loved, if he can rouse 
a woman, then she will be attracted to him. But the mere act of breaking through her 
virginity is not enough to accomplish this. Any man can do this and leave a woman 
unaroused. Did you know that many Spaniards take their wives this way and give 
them many children without completely initiating them sexually just to be sure of 
their faithfulness? The Spaniard believes in keeping pleasures for his mistress. In fact, 
if he sees a woman enjoy sensuality, he immediately suspects her of being faithless, 
even of being a whore.
749
 
This passage downplays the religious and social emphasis on a woman’s virginity, which 
would dictate that the loss of this would occur during the first sexual act, or even the hymen 
breaking. It not only harks back to Nin’s own need for new experiences if she was “to be 
taken wholly” which she felt was a desire unfulfilled by her sexual experiences with her 
husband, Hugo, but also her legitimate understanding of sexuality as much more complex 
than just sexual intercourse.  Nin is instead emphasising the passionate encounter, which 
would include the active enjoyment of the participants. The example of the Spaniard who 
“takes his wife…and give[s] them many children” is also one that repeats a story similar to 
Nin’s father’s explanation of his sexual acts with her mother. Nin’s father had explained that 
he was able to take her often to assuage her jealous suspicions. Nin adds to this new 
conception of the triumph of passion and pleasure over technical ideas of sex when, later in 
the story, the artists’ model remembers a mixture of pleasure when riding a horse. She was 
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helped by another girl, who caressed her to orgasm after worrying that she might have lost 
feeling and injured herself. In this memory, Nin is retrieving the site of pleasure as a 
woman’s and using other women to help recover these sensations. 
The retrieval of a woman’s pleasure is again a theme when “Mandra” observes that 
her friend Mary “has never known a real orgasm”
750
 despite her reputation and history of 
many sexual encounters. The “sensuality [that] pours from her”
751
 is a pretence that she 
displays to hide her detachment. In this story, it is Mandra who is able to bring Mary to 
pleasure, and she also is able to bring another aristocratic woman, Miriam to orgasm whilst 
evading the flirtations of her husband. 
 Instead of seeing Nin as a mother-prostitute, her work to articulate a feminine 
experience means that she was speaking for women in order to allow other women to then 
also speak. Not only this, but as Nancy Hoy recognises, “Nin is speaking and writing for both 
men and women; but she expresses a need for the female voice to articulate female 
experience.”
752
 This does not make Nin the only voice for women, but she was working to 
articulate how a woman’s experience might be culturally distinct from a man’s, and this work 
allowed her to communicate what might lay outside of a patriarchal domain.  
The Diary as her Greatest Birth: Charges of Deception 
The great value of Nin’s work lies in her autobiography and the diary. Nin’s work follows the 
structure of confessional writing and transformative journaling, rather than just experiments 
in deception. Nin explained:  
I am not a pathological liar. I do not lie out of compulsion or disease but with lucidity 
and intelligence to be able to live the life of my feelings, instincts, nature, without 
destroying. It is the only solution I have found.
753
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Nin knew that her diary would receive criticism, as it had already received so much resistance 
from her contemporaries. She challenged them, asking “is there possibly another reason why 
everybody is against it, one that is not purely ideological?
754
 Despite the criticisms that her 
work would receive, Nin knew that it was important to leave her writing not just as a record 
of her life, but moreso as her own creation. She said: “All I can do is add my creation to the 
death balance of the world.”
755
 In the later part of her life, Nin was finally re-embracing her 
diary writing, and acknowledging her fiction as secondary: 
Something revolts me in both Winter and This Hunger: the falsifications…it is false. I 
want to be truthful. The truth is greater. One feels the truth. I don’t want to write if I 
can’t write the truth. What am I to do? Every word in the diary is perfect, true, and 
necessary. Complete. I don’t want to touch it, mutilate it.
756
  
As a monumental body of work, Nin’s diary should be considered her greatest birth, and its 
pages are fecund enough that they themselves are, and hopefully will continue to be, 
responsible for many more births thereafter. Nin “asserted through art the eternal against the 
temporal” and she believed that “individual creativity” could stand against “the 
decomposition of our historical world.”
757
 Nin believed that individual dramas were deeply 
connected to the collective or “larger” ones.
758
  Following on from this thought, she 
explained: 
I was not at one with the world, I was seeking to create one by other rules. And 
therefore, how could I die in tune with it? I could only die in my own time, by my 
own evolutions. I did not belong to any epoch, for I had made my home in man’s 
most active cells, the cells of his dreams ... the artist is not there to be at one with the 
world, he is there to transform it. He cannot belong to it, for then he would not 
achieve his task, which is to change. The struggle against destruction which I lived 
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Nin understood that her community was not one that was immediate, but rather one that 
would span through time in the forms of those who read her journals and were influenced by 
her creations later throughout “the most active cells, the cells of [their]dreams”.
760
 Nin’s 
project was to connect to others through her emotions, and those who were close to her 
realised it. She noted in her diary that “Moricand said he identified me with the legend of 
Arethusa, who, unable to reach for impossible loves, turned into a fountain nourishing others 
with her tears!...Moricand said the fountain was the diary.
761
 
Nowhere was it clearer that Nin’s legacy was left in her diary than when she 
emphasised the importance of diary writing in her preface to Tristine Rainer’s publication 
The New Diary: How to use a Journal for Self-Guidance and expanded creativity. Rainer’s 
book is a practical guide for women on how to write and create their own diary or journal. It 
is not an academic text, but offers unique insight into the genre of the diary. In the preface, 
Nin writes that they “taught the diary as an exercise in creative will; as an exercise in 
synthesis; as a means to create a world according to our wishes, not those of others; as a 
means of creating the self, of giving birth to ourselves.”
762
 For Nin, the diary produced and 
produces much the same as what Adams refers to as the third term of a “mother-child 
collective” or what Irigaray sees as three; the two subjects and what they produce through 
their encounter. Nin’s wholeness wasn’t established through the reclamation of her maternal 
self so much as through her connections with others that brought about new births. These 
were connections that occurred not just physically and within her lifetime, but through her 
writing, too.  
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Setting her diary up as a publishing project only came after Nin had published several 
works of ‘fiction’ that were loosely based on it, and was finally receiving some critical 
acclaim for her short story collection, Under a Glass Bell. Nin wrote: 
The diary as a project. The diary covers the period between 1914 to the present, and 
the setting moves between Europe and America. It is immensely rich in activities, 
voyages, relationships, and it encompasses all classes of people and nationalities. It 
was not written for publication and therefore the quality of the complete truth is 
developed strongly, revealing more than the usual novel does about character and 
events. It is the diary I wish to convert into a long novel. From it I have already 
transposed one novel, Winter of Artifice, and short stories, Under a Glass Bell.
763
   
Nin went on to list the “many themes … contained in the diary” including “encompassing a 
study of love from a feminine point of view” and noting that “woman will discover her own 
significance.”
764
 Most importantly, she then wrote the following: 
There is the conflict of woman with her maternal love, with her creative self, conflict 
of the romantic and the realist, of expansion versus sacrifice, conflict of woman in 
present-day society, the theme of development of woman on her own terms, not as an 
imitation of man. This becomes, in the end, the predominant theme of the novel: the 
development of woman finding her own psychology and her own significance in her 
contradiction to the man-made psychology and interpretation; woman finding her own 
language and articulating her feeling, discovering her own perceptions; woman’s role 
in the reconstruction of the world.
 765
  
Something has been created, and truly the purpose of love is to create, if not the child, 
then something else, like Henry’s writing.
766
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My art is not artifice. There is no separation between my life and art. The form of my 




Nin wrote that she was not suited to the domestic work often expected of her gender, and she 
instead felt compelled “to adopt all of you.”
768
 This was her work as a mother, a new kind of 
mother. 
As O’Reilly and Podnieks have found, the diary is particularly useful to women 
“authoring … their own maternal selves”
769
 because it offers a medium where they can 
command both their lived experiences as well the representation of those experiences. Not 
only is this accurate, but this thesis would suggest that the diarist can also then make sense of 
their own experience and fashion it back into their life and the lives of others, thus 
contributing to or building their own literary traditions and inscribing their stories within.  
M(other) Tongue 
The dream others have of me stimulates them to create.
770
 
In writing about being a woman and establishing an alternative maternal narrative, Nin 
reached others, and spoke for them. She wrote: I speak your language, the language of the 
potential you.
771
 The fantasies that Nin creates and still inspires today emerge from her love, 
artistry, and relation to others. Much like the mother re-creates her maternal past from her 
experiences and fantasies as an infant, thus offering herself for the infant to perceive her and 
then go on to use this relationship productively, Nin has left her words to the world as a gift. 
As a literary mother, Nin’s contribution is still too often downplayed, even though she was 
(somewhat haphazardly) trying to articulate a complex philosophical approach to gendered 
relations without the benefit of other feminist scholars and critics. She was not always correct 
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in her assertions, but at least she was trying something new even before de Beauvoir was 
widely published. In leaving traces of her life in others, Nin established herself in their lives, 
but allowed them the agency to then go on and transform those memories in new ways. 
Perhaps this is the true reason why accounts of Nin are rarely consistent, and are often 
steeped in subjective perceptions. Furthermore, these traces are transformative, and can be 
seen as the ultimate honouring of the connection to her mother, who so many years ago had 
compared life to stitching. Nin has now passed on the knitting needles. 
The power of academic feminism is a significant force to consider when questioning 
Nin’s absence from the feminist canon. Although Nin did not have much of a formal 
education,
772
 her writing foresaw many theories later articulated by the feminist thinkers who 
are celebrated as pioneers. In a sense, she was their mother, she first gave birth to the ideas 
that they later named and theorised about. As Rosa did for Nin by providing her with a diary, 
Nin has, in turn, refused to be the “soil of her child’s creativity,”
773
 and instead acts as a 
creative agent to the subjective becoming of her own infants across time. These infants are 
those who have been influenced by her in their lives, and those who now see her as an 
influence as they read her work. This maternal metaphor works, because although she 
influenced feminist thought, she was later cast aside to some degree by the women who, in a 
sense, grew from her ideas. Surely, having achieved fame in the height of the second wave of 
feminist liberation movement, Nin must have been read by several of these women. 









 and Judy Chicago
778
 did, but there is no record 
of Luce Irigaray ever explicitly mentioning the author, despite their philosophical likenesses 
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and the fact that Nin’s work predated hers. Kate Millet went so far as to acknowledge Nin’s 
influence on other artists’ work along with calling her “a Mother to us All” in her essay on 
the author’s unique project of self-birth.  
Nin’s work would also reconfigure what was a limited, heteronormative vision of 
motherhood. By seeking recourse to new familial, poetic, and maternal strategies, Nin was 
able to offer up ground-breaking and lived experiments instead of detached theory and 
postulating. Not only that, but Nin had finally moved from the maternal position that she saw 
as limited, which was the mother who could not creatively produce because of her children, 
to the mother who produced in spite of her children, and finally, she found herself as the 
mother who produced because of her children.  
In her interviews, popular songwriter, musical performer and poet, Jewel Kilcher 
acknowledged the influence that Nin’s writing had on her at an early age,
779
 and she even 
makes an allusion to Nin and Miller in her Morning Song. Coaxing her lover to remain in bed 
with her throughout the morning, she serenades “You can be Henry Miller and I’ll be Anaϊs 
Nin. Except this time it’ll be even better — we’ll stay together in the end…” In these lyrics, 
the constant mythologising and re-mythologising of Nin, and how the potency of her 
narrative might be re-enacted and reimagined by women who then create and live out their 
own stories, inspired by hers. As Nin explained: “I am here only while someone believes in 
me, while some human being swears to my presence and loves me.”
780
 
Nin’s work has also inspired publications by others who recollect their memories of 
her, including Barbara Kraft’s Last Days where she tells the story that Nin herself did not 
want told. Bravely, Nin asked that her final diaries, The Book of Pain and The Book of Music 
not be published.
781
 This is something she did not request for any of her other diaries, no 
matter how difficult the truth that lay in them was. This was a mother’s final wish to protect 
her children, for her readership not to remember her by her final moments. Despite this, the 
books have been examined and excerpts of them read for a recent Sky Blue Press podcast on 
her final years. In it, Nin’s heroic struggle is recognised. Like a mother, she “summon[ed] up 
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[her] energy and courage” and faced death as a “return to the womb.”
782
 Perhaps this new 
direction in Nin’s work is consistent with the legacy of the mother who is not entirely able to 
control her child’s ultimate identity; rather she can only contribute to the final product as the 
infant cultivates it in both her image, and their own. Nin noted this tension with Rosa, asking 
if “caring for their children physically but not approving of their final development” was “an 
epitaph for all mothers.”
783
 This acceptance is one of influence and self-cultivation. It would 
encourage both daughter [or infant] and mother to “(re)discover their individuated gendered 
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In a sense the author of the diary is dead. This is the will and testament of an 
embryonic author. It is a monument to genius … a self-portrait which, in order to be 
completed, demanded the death of the one who made it. Since Anaϊs Nin has come 
alive again, with arms and legs and nerves and arteries, she has produced for us other 
works of art, strange and unacceptable, apparently … The hand of Death has brushed 
her wings. She sings now only of her immortality.
785
 
Henry Miller’s anticipatory introduction of the publication of Nin’s diaries is an accurate 
prediction for Nin’s sacrifice that allowed her future cult-status. Nin is “now referred to as a 
style-muse; Swedish indie artist Lykke Li name-checked her as an influence on her 2014 
album … [and] authors and actors are bringing her back into the fold of acceptable reference 
points.”
786
 Anaϊs Nin is celebrated by popular culture as a source of inspirational quotes, but 
her reputation has suffered for her work. Nin’s literary genius as a daughter and a mother 
deserves reappraisal.  
This thesis acknowledges that remembering the maternal past is integral to mothering. 
However, most of the existing critical attention to Nin’s work and life focuses on her 
relationship with, and trauma relating from her father. Despite this, this research argues that it 
is Nin’s relationship to her own mother, and her development of a maternal metaphor as the 
basis of her self-mythologising, that deserve further attention. This metaphor includes a 
“comparison of both psychoanalysis and writing to birth [that is] among the most significant 
developments in her thinking about the relationship between art and gender.” 
787
 Nin’s re-
figuration of the maternal anticipated and was consistent with the important elements of the 
work later produced by Luce Irigaray and Alison Stone, and can be seen as an important 
approach to relating to others, assuming identity, and re-focussing on the potential of 
motherhood as a situation that can be utilised to inform and develop many new discourses. 
                                                 
785
 Miller, “Foreword: Introducing Another Version of Anaϊs Nin’s Diary,” 28. 
786
 Doyle, S, “ Before Lena Dunham, There was Anaϊs Nin – Now Patron Saint of Social Media,” theguardian, 
April 8, 2015, http://www.theguardian.com/culture/2015/apr/07/anais-nin-author-social-media 
787




There are two important elements to Nin’s work: an emphasis on a metaphorical 
exploration of maternal subjectivity and the challenges that persist in insisting on motherhood 
as heuristic of intimacy and identity. Though Nin was not a mother in the traditional sense, 
this in no way undermines the importance of her pro-creative endeavour which should be 
recognised as a contribution to the diverse representational strategies deployed by maternal 
subjects, particularly in literature. 
This thesis has considered Nin’s legacy from a new perspective: offering an additional 
and alternative framework to the conventionally psychoanalytical, to that of Nin as working 
through her own relationship to, and often her denial of, her own relationship to her mother 
and how this influenced her reconsideration and re-conception of the maternal process in a 
way that would allow the her own becoming, and that of others. Finally, it considers Nin’s 
diaries as the most important legacy of Nin’s, as they contributed to a process of feminine 
embodiment, continuous self-mythologising, and affirm her as a significant literary mother. 
The tensions in the work 
Although there are certain limitations to Nin’s imaginative speculations in the ‘real’ world, 
Nin took what she felt was a problematic but natural maternal instinct, and sublimated it in 
order to creatively produce her art. She did not always achieve this perfectly, but yet it was 
her persistent journey to both uncover and revitalise her sense of ‘self’ that helped her to alter 
the reality she felt bound by.  
Nin’s uncomfortable performances of motherhood often expose the difficulty and 
tensions of the maternal position. They are sometimes failures, unethical, or contradictory. 
Nin particularly highlights the ambivalence that can exist between a daughter and her own 
mother, and how this relation can combine components of hostility and love. Ultimately, 
however, this bond is the original model for intersubjective relations, and it must be 
considered and re-considered in order to replace or reconsider current structures that often 
apply to the male subject only.  
It is a danger for western (or any) culture to deny the maternal origin and inescapable 
physical and psychological connection to the mother, yet this is something that is not only 




feminist theories that reject the notion of sexual femaleness.
788
 Even Nin spent much of her 
life influenced by this denial- on the one hand wishing to reconceive of motherhood, but on 
the other, refusing her own relationship with her mother and alienated from the source that 
was instrumental to creating her own life. 
Despite this, there are numerous potential benefits of Nin’s re-conceptualisation of the 
fecund encounter. Nin emphasised and explored the transformation that occurs in birth, not 
only for the child, but for the mother. She now leaves her work to her many artistic offspring. 
A motherhood beyond biological motherhood 
This thesis finds that Nin’s innovative act of self-birth and reconceptualising of motherhood 
is heavily influenced by an ambivalent, yet creative relationship with her own maternal past. 
Sadly, the contribution that mothers make to their daughters’ maternal memory, and in turn, 
their own experience of motherhood, is not always positively acknowledged or acknowledged 
at all. According to Alison Stone, “Psychoanalytic thinkers have often found mother-daughter 
relations more or less pathological or problematic compared to mother-son relations. Often it 
is just when mother-daughter relationships are found to be distinctive – in their ambivalence 
and in the closeness of the identification between mothers and daughters - these relations are 
thought to have an adverse, damaging impact on daughters.”
789
 Furthermore, those who do 
look at Nin’s work as a product of creative dynamics usually attribute her creative remaking 
of identity to the recovery from her paternal trauma or to her intellectual and romantic 
relationships with psychoanalysts or artists such as Henry Miller.  
Nin found a way to move from the inhibited and self-denying mother without 
committing psychic matricide. Strangely enough, she subverted this tradition of denying the 
mother by instead denying her biological children. She eventually identified with her mother 
as well as acknowledging the traits that she wished to discard from her own mothering 
process, and used them in a kind of social mothering. She successfully moved from idealised 
visions of maternity, from loss of self in fusion and limited structures of family to those that 
suited her, and she, in turn, produced new creative work and other potential styles of 
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mothering.  Nin also managed to intervene in and alter the criteria for who could be 
considered a mother, by adding her own experience of motherhood that was valid to her, 
despite being non-biological in nature. She explained: “I have known motherhood. I have 
experienced childbearing. I have known a motherhood beyond biological motherhood – the 




It is now time to reconsider mother-daughter relations in new ways. As Nin can be considered 
a literary mother, perhaps contemporary culture should consider a new relationship to her, 
and her work. There is still much more substance to contemplate in Nin’s extensive works, 
and there is significant research still to be done in light of her diaries, both published and 
unpublished. Nin’s work deserves comprehensive scholarly re-appraisal, particularly in light 
of her complex and powerful legacy of non-conventional motherhood, and formations of the 
self. 
As not all of Nin’s work is yet published but most is accessible via the Anaϊs Nin 
Trust, there are many components of Nin’s maternal metaphor that deserve further inquiry. 
Much of the work that goes unpublished might be used to further illuminate Nin’s 
identification with the possibility of using maternal identification to establish new kinds of 
relations and communities over time. The University of San Francisco currently holds letters 
from Nin to many of her friends, lovers, psychoanalysts, and family. They have claimed that 
the largest portion of these letters is those that Nin wrote to her own mother. In order to gain 
further understanding of the relationship that Nin had with her mother, these letters should be 
studied. The letters between Nin and Rose offer an untapped resource of rich content for the 
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